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People in public works
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Professor of History, Lewis University
Romeoville, Illinois William Gooding

Like most canal engineers of
the 19th century, William Gooding
was trained on the job. The canal
era in North America, which
lasted from about 1800 to 1860,
produced a generation of engineers
who, although lacking formal
education, knew one another and
learned from each other.  They
designed and built the series of
canals that connected the Hudson,
Ohio, and Mississippi Rivers to
the Great Lakes, establishing a
transportation network before the
advent of the railroad.

The Illinois and Michigan
Canal, which Gooding designed,
provided the last link between the
Great Lakes-St. Lawrence system
to the east and the Mississippi to
the west.  Such a project had been
the dream of generations of
explorers and settlers since Joliet
first suggested the idea of a canal
at the foot of Lake Michigan in the
late 17th century. When completed,
it was the only canal other than the
Erie to provide an all-water link
between east and west.

William Gooding was born on
April 1, 1803, at Bristol in
Ontario County, New York.
Educated in common schools and
by private tutors, he later taught
school and worked on his father’s
farm.  In 1826, he left for Canada
to begin his engineering
apprenticeship under Chief
Engineer Alfred Barrett in
construction of the first Welland
Canal at Port Dalhousie on Lake

Ontario.  The first of four canals
that would eventually link Lakes
Ontario and Erie, the Welland
formed an important trans-
portation route as well as an early
“industrial corridor.”  Five years
later, Gooding served as junior
assistant engineer for the Ohio
Canal system on the Wabash Erie
Canal.

In 1833, Gooding moved to
Illinois. With his wife, Anne, and
infant son, he took up residence in
Will County, part of the state’s
northern,  unsettled region
(undoubtedly aware that with
funding to build a canal through
that part of the state soon to be
approved, an experienced engineer
would be needed to head the
project).  In the short time he
homesteaded there he developed an
interest in agriculture, particularly
the cultivation of fruit trees, and is

credited with introducing fruit
growing to that area. He also
wrote an article in the 1830’s for
The Prairie Farmer on fencing by
using dirt mounds and ditches. (At
that time, before the invention of
barbed wire, the problem of
fencing was acute as there were
few trees on the prairie suitable for
split rail fencing.)

In June 1834, Gooding was
hired by the Indiana Canal
Commissioners to head a
surveying team for the proposed
Whitewater Canal from Wayne
County near the border of Ohio to
the Ohio River. During this period
he also worked on various canals
in Indiana and Ohio, including a
survey to extend the Wabash and
Erie.

On a winter morning in 1836,
William B. Archer, commissioner
of the proposed Illinois and
Michigan Canal, Illinois Supreme
Court Chief Justice Wilson and
Robert Dale Owen, son of the
Utopian socialist Robert Owen,
visited Gooding’s prairie
homestead to offer him the job of
chief engineer.  Gooding was by
then the preeminent engineer in the
state. After accepting the position
he turned his attention to the
possibilities of developing an
“industrial corridor” along the
canal route using water power
generated by the canal.  He
designed the water power facilities
to maximize the slight fall between
the eastern terminus at Chicago
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Gooding’s interest in water power led to the birth of the city of
Lockport, shown here about 1880.

and the western terminus 96 miles
away. Gooding was convinced that
water power, as much as
transportation, would make the
canal more valuable to the state. It
was this interest in water power
that led to the establishment of the
city of Lockport. At that city the
largest fall on the course of the
canal occurs.  There is a drop of
40 feet in five miles between
Lockport and neighboring Joliet;
Lockport is the same height as
Lake Michigan, and Joliet is 40
feet below it. It was proposed at
the time that the new canal be built
with a “deep cut” that would have
directly reversed the flow of the
Chicago River. It would have
drawn directly from Lake
Michigan by cutting below the
divide of 10 feet that separated the
Great Lakes flowage basin from
the Mississippi water basin at
Chicago. Gooding observed that at
Lockport a hydraulic basin could
be built that would have sufficient
water power because it could draw
from Lake Michigan.  This would
increase the value of state land and
give income to the canal from
water rental. Gooding also realized
that the water supply was more
important than the fall of water.
To this end the locks at Lockport
were designed so that water not
used for lockage could be used for
water power purposes.

However, several years after
the canal was begun in 1836, state
officials found themselves mired in
a financial crisis. The canal
commissioners and Gooding were
forced to redesign the canal on a
less ambitious scale.  The deep cut
was dropped.  Despite the fact that
the Illinois and Michigan Canal
had been started with a great deal

of enthusiasm, by 1838-39
financial difficulties had slowed
down construction and brought
increased political attacks on canal
supporters.  There were official
complaints of overpayment to
engineers.  Gooding received
$3,500 per year, making him by
far the highest paid state official at
a time when canal laborers were
striking to earn $1.25 for a 12-
hour day. On November 29, 1841,
construction stopped completely
due to lack of funds.

In spring 1848, following
severa l stormy years of
Democratic political maneuvering
over canal control, Gooding was
dismissed. His removal was
largely the result of continued
attacks by William Oakley, an
a mbit ious and powerfu l
Democratic legislator.  Gooding
replied to Oakley’s charges in a
letter to the Governor: “For more
than 20 years I have been engaged
in my profession. I have served in
Canada, Ohio, Indiana, and
Illinois.  I have been associated
with, and been fortunate enough to
have my professional character
approved by such engineers as
Alfred Barrett, present Chief

Engineer of Canada; by Judge
(Benjamin) Wright; Charles B.
Fisk Esq., of the Ohio and
Chesapeake Canal; J.L. Williams,
Chief Engineer in Indiana; by the
President of your board (Captain
Swift), himself an engineer.”

However, the Canal Trustees
appointed Gooding Secretary of
the Canal Board in the fall of
1848, much to the dismay of
Oakley and the Governor. Despite
the accusations against Gooding,
the Trustees felt he had done an
excellent job as Chief Engineer,
steering the canal to a timely
completion.  He was, they
believed, the victim of greedy men
with questionable motives.

Other testimony to Gooding’s
performance as Chief Engineer
included that of Swiss engineer
C.W. Culmann, who in 1850 made
a world tour examining
engineering works.  After a trip
along the Illinois and Michigan
Canal, he wrote, “The canal is
only two years old, and is
exceptionally well built, all
engineering is heartily and expertly
executed. Not a trace of slovenly,
sloppy work could be found here,
which is so characteristic of some
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American construction.”

In 1837, Judge Benjamin
Wright, one of the first and
greatest 19 th century canal
engineers, had praised Gooding’s
engineering judgment in a letter to
the Canal Commissioners. “In
reviewing the whole line of this
proposed canal, the location of it,
and the plans proposed to
overcome all difficulties, I cannot
award too much praise to your
engineer. He has shown skill and
sound judgment in every part of
the line, and I do not think the
plans he has laid down for the
prosecution of this work can be
improved or made better with the
material so far discovered.”

Although he pursued other
interests while serving as
Secretary of the Board of Trustees
(including, in the 1850’s, a plan
for a tunnel under the Chicago
River at State Street), the canal
remained his principal interest.
He supported various efforts to
enlarge it on the lines originally
planned. There was even talk
during the Civil War of enlarging
it to take gun boats to fight the
South or Great Britain.

During this period Gooding
also served on the Board of Public
Works for the City of Chicago. As
a consultant to the city in 1871, he
helped design a deep cut on the
Illinois and Michigan Canal. This
was done to reverse the flow of the
Chicago River, thereby sending
pure Lake Michigan water rushing
downstate in unlimited quantities,
purging the Chicago River of its

sewage and cleaning the waters of
the canal. The major purpose of
this venture was to clean the
Chicago River, but to Gooding it
meant more water power and
industry along the canal. He felt
that from the first lock at Lockport
to the head of Joliet Lake a few
miles below Joliet “would be a
continuous manufacturing city.”

Inspired by this faith,
Gooding’s friend Hiram Norton,
owner of a grain warehouse in
Lockport, carved out a tunnel
underneath the canal. This enabled
his plant to take water directly off
the canal to run a turbine sunk
eight feet below the canal’s
surface. The tunnel under the
canal would bring the water to a
turbine leading to the Des Plaines
River.

This water power was used
until the early 20th century.
Although use of the canal for
hydraulic power increased, it
never achieved what Gooding had
hoped. The level of Lake Michigan
fell unexpectedly, and as a result
the canal became an extension of
the polluted Chicago River.

In the 1870’s Gooding’s health
began to fail, and during the
winters he traveled to various
southern climates to escape the
Lockport winters.  He passed
away on March 14, 1878.  As
George Woodruff, Will County’s
first historian, commented that he
was the “...firm friend of the
Illinois and Michigan Canal from
first to last, its efficient Director,
and against whom no suspicion of

jobbery were ever entertained.
Fully a master of his profession,
prepared for all emergencies,
urbane in his intercourse with all,
he is entitled to the grateful
remembrance of every citizen of
this state, to the prosperity of
which he has been so largely
instrumental.”

Woodruff goes on to note that
on his death, “A large concourse
of neighbors and friends, not only
from Will County, but from
Chicago and the entire length of
the canal met at his home to pay
their sincere tribute of respect to
one who had filled so important a
position in the public service, and
filled it long and well.”

Much of the Illinois and
Michigan Canal remains intact
today, stretching from eastern
Illinois to the headwaters of the
Illinois River 90 miles west of
Chicago. In 1984 it was
designated by law as a National
Heritage Corridor, a unique 120-
mile-long urban cultural park
incorporating rare nature sites,
recreational areas, and historic and
archeological sites and districts. 

For more information on the
Illinois and Michigan Canal
National Heritage Corridor,
contact the Upper Illinois Valley
Association, 53 West Jackson
Boulevard, Chicago, IL 60604;
telephone 312-427-3688.

[Year 2003: Call the Canal
Corridor Association at (815)
588.1100.]
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By John H. Lamb

Just received the May 1985 issue of " American
Canals", and thought it was excellent. But then all the
issues are excellent. I noted with interest the item about
the proposal to make the Black- stone Canal a National
Heritage Corridor . I also know that such a Corridor is
po- posed for the Hennepin Canal in Illinois. I thought
therefore that you might be interested in the progress of
the first National Heritage Corridor, the IIIinois and
Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor .

The bill creating the Corridor along the I. and M. Canal,
and its longest feeder, the Calumet-Sag Feeder from
Blue Island established a linear corridor about 120 miles
in length. The legislation was signed into law by
President Reagan last August. At that time some
$260,000 was appropriated for the first year's activities
of the Corridor. It was not until May of this year that 18
Commissioners were appointed by the Secretary of the
In terior, plus his representative -the Mid- West Director
of the National Park Service. I was appointed to the
commission as was another local canal enthusiast, Mrs.
Constance Fetzer. The Commission held its first
meeting June 17 and 18, 1985 at Starved Rock State
Park (which is in the Corridor). At that meeting another
canal enthusiast, Edmund Thornton, was elected
Chairman.

The National Park Service has teams from the Historic
American Building Survey and the Historic American 

Engineering Record starting on a three-year study of
the historic infrastructure of the Canal Corridor. These
two teams are located at Lemont and Morris, Illinois
respectively. This summer they will record as much
information as possible about buildings, structures and
sites located in those two towns.

There are also preliminary historic and prehistoric
archeological studies of the canal being done by various
universities during the summer. This is all preliminary to
the National Park Service's issuance of a guide and
study of the Canal Corridor so teachers can use it in
their class rooms and towns can use it for tourist guides
and promotion.

There are other developments. The Will County Forest
Preserve has established a museum at Romeoville (near
Lockport) dedicated to the history of the canal and the
earlier French fur traders and trappers. Lewis University, 
also in Romeoville, has opened a Canal Archives and
Corridor Regional History Special Collection. This has
been used for courses at the University and by various
outside re- searches. It is planned to make it the
archives of the corridor. In June the Chicago Maritime
Society and Loyola University in Chicago produced a
video for high school classes on the maritime history of
the inland waterways of Chicago. The production made
extensive use of the Lewis University Canal Archives.

The State of Illinois, Dept. of Conservation, has been
developing an I. ano M. Canal Parkway in the western two
thirds of the Corridor (from Channahon to LaSalle) .It is
planning to put about 5 million dollars a year into canal
rehabilitation and trail development. The state has
restored lock 14 at LaSalle. Another interesting trail
development is being completed this summer at Lockport.
Here the Park District has constructed a trail of about 2
miles along the I. and M. Canal through Lockport. This
trail is  not only for hikers and bikers but also has a
number of very well designed signs with pictures
depicting the canal as it was when it was in operation. So
the trail is an education in canal history and infrastructure
economics. There will be available shortly a self-guiding
brochure for the trail. One of the structures on the trail
was originally built as a warehouse for the canal
contractors, and is one of the oldest structures on the
canal. After the canal opened in 1848 it was turned into a
grainery and canal store. This building is being restored
by a grant from Gaylord Donnelley.

The Corridor area is one of the oldest industrial
developments in the midwest, principally because of the
canal. like many older industrial centers it is now ex-
periencing severe economic distress. For example the
U.S. Steel plant in Joliet was once the town's most
important source of employment, and Joliet was called
"steel city". This plant is located on the canal and is now
almost completely shut down. This spring US Steel
entered into an agreement with the National Trust for
Historic Preservation to supply $40,000 for a study of
alternative uses and historic preservation of the old plant
(one of the first to use the Bessemer Converter).

Along the Blue Island and Cal-Sag segment of the
Corridor the Chicago Metropolitan Sanitary District plans
to use its extensive land holdings to promote recreational
and residential development along the Canal. The City
library of Blue Island received a grant to develop a
museum for the town.

1986 will be the 150th year celebration of the start of
construction on the I. and M. Canal. By that time the
commission should be fully operational, with a Director
and a Headquarters which are mandated by the
legislation. The prime need is to bring together these
various affairs so that the historical, recreational and
commercial assets of the area can be more fully realized.

John Lamb is also Secretary- Treasurer of the
Illinois Canal Society.

“I & M Canal National Heritage Corridor.” American Canals.  Bulletin of the American Canal Society
no. 54 (August 1985): 6.
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