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The Committee on Public Lands, to whom were r~ferred the petition of 
Orville B. Dibble and George C. Bates, asking for the right of way, 
together with a grant o/ land, to aid in the construction cif a canal around 
the Falls of St. Mary's, and also the joint 'resolution of the legislature 
of Michigan on the same subject, respectfully report: 

That the petition ~nd papers in this case were referred to the Committee 
on Public Lands at the first session of the last Congress, who carefully ex
amined the appliaation. This committee fully concurring in the report then 
lllade, append the same hereto, and present herewith the bill which then 
accompanied the report. 

JuNE 15, 1848. 

The Committee on Public Lands, to 'Whom were 1·ejerred the petition of 
Orville B. Dibble and George C. Bates, asking for the right of way, 
together with a grant of land to aid in the construction of a canal around 
the Falls of St. Mary's, and also the joint resolutions cif the legislature 
of Michigan on the same snbject, respectfully report : 

The canal contemplated by the petitioners is designed to connect the 
Waters of Lake Superior with those of Lake Huron, and to enable vessels 
't&pass without interrnption from the latter to the former. 'The obstruc

n caused by the Falls of St. Mary's, now completely barring all com
nication by navigation with the largest sheet of fresh water on the 
h, may be surmounted by a canal only about three-fourths of a mile in 
gth. The land here, on the American shore, is owned by the United 
tes, and is held as a military reservation. Over this space the petition
ask the right of way for a canal. 'They also solicit a grant of land to 
in the construction of the work. 

The attention of Congress was at an early period called to the national 
portance of this work, and the citizens of several of the States border-
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ing on the great lakes joined in petitioning for thew aid of government in 
its construction. In 1837, the legislature of Michigan, anticipating much 
delay in the action of Congress on the subject , undertook the construction 
of the canal, and caused a survey and an estimate of the expe~1ses to be 
made, and in 1839 actually eummenced the excavation. The agents and 
laborers in the employment of the State were, however, driven from the 
ground by the military power of the United States. The subsequent em· 
barrassment of the treasury prevented any further prosecution of the enter· 
prise by State authority, and the work has never been resumed~ 

In 1544 the subject underwent an investigation by the Committee on 
Roads and Canals, who made a report recommending the construction of 
the canal by the government of the United States. 

"The indispensable importance of the proposed canal," the committee 
remark in their report, " in a military and naval point of view, seems so 
evident to the committee, that they cannot deem it wise in Congress any 
longer to. delay its construction. Frontier security, even in time of peace, 
imperatively demands it. That the country lying south of Lake Superior 
is destined to a course of rapid settlement, there can no longer be a doubt 
Its northern shores swarm with numerous hordes of savages in the interest 
of, because subsidized by, the British government. Our own settlements 
will be more contiguous to such an Indian border than during any period 
of our history. A necessity will at once arise for advancing our military 
posts as far as the head of the lake, and eventually beyond it, to cover 
and protect them, as well as to insure safety in our intercourse with vari· 
ous remote tribes to whom we are bound by existing treaty stipulations. 
A war with England, however much to be deprecated, and avoided, too, 
so far as the preservation of our national rights and honor may enable us 
to avoid it, is yet an event which, owing to our frontier position with ref· 
erence to her American possessions, we should be prepared to meet, by the 
adoption of every precautionary measure calculated to insure an exemp
tion from the desolating and murderous ravages to which our northwestern 
border was exposed during the late contest. In such an event, the shores 
of Lake Superior, without this improvement, will be what those of Erie, 
Huron, and Michigan were-the scene of foreign conquest, of merciless 
Indian massacres, perhaps of national dishonor and shame. It was the 
glorious achievement of Perry which, by sweeping the flag of England 
from those inland seas, led to the expulsion of a foreign invader from the 
soil of Michigan, and the scourging of his red allies back forever to their 
foreign fastnesses. Without a naval force on Lake Superior, the defence 
of that country would be impracticable. The building and equipping of 
a separate fleet for that purpose would therefore become unavoidable, 
and at a cost far beyond what would be required to open this pro· 
posed communication. The Hudson Bay ' Company are supposed to 
have at least two thousand employees and engagees in its service, in the 
northwest, possessing an unbounded influence over all the Indian tribes 
with whom they are associated, who cherish a deep and irreconcilable hate 
to'ivards the people of the United States. In the event of hostilities, it may 
be safely estimated that thirty thousand warriors might, and douhtless 
would, if necessary, be concentrated on that portion of our frontier. How 
indispensable is it, then, that this influence and this spirit should be kept 
down and overawed, even in time of peace, by such an array of the means 
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of protection as the opening of this canal would enable us at once to 
throw into that vast lake. 

''There has recently been built on Lake Erie an iron steam frigate, to 
the dimensions of which this canal is proposed to be adapted. Its use
fulness, exc.ept for the purposes of experiment and nautical discipline, will 
be almost wholly nominal in time of peace, unless it can have access to 
Lake Superior, for the object above mdicated; and the settlement of the 
country will soon demonstrate the necessity of a protection against smug
gling, which can only be had by giving the United States re·Jenue cutter 
the same facility." 

The group of fresh water Jakes, of which those above mentioned form 
a part, present one of the grandest features of physical geography. With 
a line of coast embracing about 5,000 miles, they are surrounded by are
gion of the richest soil, with a climate generally temperate and healthy. 
It is, however, only recently that the increased facilities of ingress and 
3gress, and the advantages of communication with foreign markets, have 
[nvited an industrious population to their borders, and increased to an as~ 
tonishing amount the exports of the country. 'rhe- opening of the Erie 
~anal through the State of New York was the first important measure for 
:he prosperity of the region of which we speak. This secured at once to 
:he whole country bordering upon all of these inland seas, with the ex
:eption of Lake Superior, the advantages of water communication with 
eastern markets, and with the ocean. 'The commerce of these lakes has 
consequently exhibited an increase almost without a parallel. In 1846, 
as appears by a report from the War Department, made to the Senate in 
December last, the total valne of imports and exports on the great lakes 
amounted to $61,914,910. 'The tOtlnage of American vessels engaged in 
this commerce is reported at 106,838, employing 6,972 mariners. The 
cost of these vessels was about $6,000,000, and the annual expense 
of manning them is estimated at $1,750,000. Add to this the tonnage of 
the British shipping on the several lakes, ascertained to be 46,575 tons, 
and the Qassen~er trade, amou.nting to at least $1,250,000, re_ceived for ~1ot 
less than 250,000 passengers m the year, an~ we have an Imperfect v1ew 
of the immense business of the great Amencan lakes, and the resources 
of the reoion bordering upon them. The average rate of increase, which 
has been bfor the last five years over 17 per cent., will enable us to approx~ 
imate its future amount. 

Every chant1cl of communication which has heretofore been opened 
between the east and the unsettled portion of the west has had the effect to 
introduce purcb!lsers of public lands, to change the wilderness to culti
vated fields, and to add to the wealth of the country, by increasing the 
fruits of productive labor. . . 

Lake Superior is the only one of the great lakes .whiCh IS excluded f\om 
the benefits of a connexion by navigable waters With all the others. 'I he 
Falls of St. Mary's interpose the only obst:uc~ion, y~t they as effe~t1~aJly 
close its entrance to all intercourse by navigat.wn as If no stream d1v1ded 
its hills. 

Until recently, the country bordering ~n the upper. lake, continuing in 
its wilderness state, afforded few product1nns demandmg an outlet for ves
sels. It was not until 1837 that the true importance of the Lake Superior 
country became the subject of public at~e~tion. In t}lat year the legis· 
lature of Michigan passed an act authonzmg a g~log1caL survey of the 



[ 38] 4 

State, and making a large appropriation for that purpose. The charge of 
this survey was committed to Dr. Douglass Houghton, a man of superior 
scientific information, and of indomitable energy and perseverance. His 
reports exhibited the resources of the country on the upper lake in a new 
liaht. The early travellers in that country had obtained on the shores of 
the lake detSiched specimens of native copper, and the examination of the 
geologist showed it to be one of the richest mining countries in the world. 
In copper and iron the ores are unsurpassed in richness, and apparently 
inexhaustible in quantity. 

The region of country in question was ceded to the United States 
by treaty with the Chippewa Indians in 1842, and in April, 1843, an 
agent was appointed by, the War Department to visit the country, and to 
ascertain anu designate the lihe of the mineral district. He was also .em· 
powered to grant permits to search for minerals, with the right to the per• 
sons receiving them to obtain leases subseq~ently for the premises. On the 
6th of May, 1846, the issuing of permits and leases was suspended. The 
whole number of l~ases granted previous to that time was 480. The 
whole number of permits and personal applications for locations was about 
1,000. The leases covered tracts of land some one and .some three miles 
square, and secured to the government a per centage of all ore~ taken 
from the mines. 

From the commencement of the mining operations to the 30th Septem· 
ber, 1847, there had been raised from the mines 10,2421200 pounds of ore 
and metal. Of this, 1,693,8U5 pounds were shipped and sent out of the 
country for smelting. After making liberal deductions for such portion as 
was of little value for smelting, the qtwntity dug out and remaining at the 
mines to be smelted when the proper works should be erected is estimate 
at 7,225,395 pounds, which would prod nee i h pure copper in the refine 
state from ten to twenty per cent. Of this amount, when smelted, th 
government will be entitled, under the terms and permits of the leases, i 
copper or money, to some eight or ten thousand dollars. The total receipt 
into the treasury for rents of this character, aecording to the estimates o 
the officers having charge of the same, \\Till amount on the 30th of Se 
tember next to some $30,000. 

This glance at 'the mining operations on Lake Superior exhibits at one 
the interest which the recent developments in,that country have excited i 
the public mind, and .the value of its mineral resources. That these a 
destined to open the way for extensive and profitable occupation of lab 
and capital, to draw to the shores of this northern lake ar numerous pop! 
lation, to supply to the markets of the world an abundance of a me 
which has hitherto been found in few localities where it could be worl{e 
by miners with profit, is too evident to be doubted; and yet it is appare 
that these advantages, so oonducive to the public weal, cannot be secur 
while the water communication between Lake Superior and the lakes belo 
it is cut off by the obstruction at the entrance of the former. Throu 
this entrance all transportation of metal and merchandise must pass. T 
transhipment at the falls, and land carriflge around them, would impose 
burden so heavy as to prostrate the enterprise, and destroy the advanta 
of the wealth which is found in that northern region. It \Vould most 
sured ly prevent both the working of the mines and the settlement oft 
country. 

,..rhe United States have an interest in this enterprise, direct and s 
cific. The title to the lands throughout the whole peninsula south 



Lake Superior is yet in the government. The public surveys have but 
recently been commenced there, and an office for the sale of lands has 
been opened only within the last few weeks. The whole region is the 
property of the government. The sam~ enlightened policy which has 
heretofore dictated all proper measures to effect the sale of the public do
main, and to speed the advance of civilized society into the wilderness, 
Would seem to require that the work under consideration, without which 
the business and the settlement of an extensive region must be retarded-, 
or perhaps altogether renounced, should receive the aid of the govern
ment. 

In the report to the Senate, abov·e mentioned, th·e committee further say 
that the undertaking in question "is commended by the highest consider
ations to national favot, and ought to be prosecuteQ at none other than the 
national cost. Lake Superior has a coast within American territory of 600 
to 700 miles in extent, the whole of which is a boundary of the public do
main of the United States. It is, as its name imports, the largest Jake in 
the known world. It is indented with numerous natural harbors, and in 
that respect possesses advantages for the safety and protection of commerce 
and navigation far greater than are enjoyed on either of the great lakes 
forming the chain with which we now propose to connect it. A navigable 
access to it will cause its broad expanse of waters which now roll in sol
itary majesty, bearing on their surface but little else than the light bark 
of the savage, to afford in future times a noble theatre for commercial en
terprise, as well as for nautical discipline and adventure. It will bring into 
market, With a rapid demand fot sale, a region embracing twenty millions 
of acres of the public lands, abounding in extensive fertile tracts, and in 
exhaustless mineral wealth, which now repose in all the __ wilderness of un
reclaimed nature, and which must~ to a great extent, remain so, unless the 
barrier in the St. Mary's river be overcom·e by the mode proposed."' 

It will be recollected that the forests on the borders of the upper lake 
may also be r·nade sources of great wealth, and subjects of profitable in~ 
vestment and labor; but lumber cannot be manufa_ctured and transported 
to market until the canal in question shall be completed. 

The fisheries of this lake already employ many men, and the business 
awaits only the removal of this obstruction to increase many fold the 
quantity put up tor market.. 'rhe committe~ have no means of ascertain
ing the amount of the annual product of the fisheries on this lake; but 
in a statement riow before them, prepared with great care for the public 
eye, 22,500 barrels of fish, worth '$112,700, are stated to have been ex
ported from this place and Mackinac in 1 S47. The facilities for an unin
terrupted transportation only are required to increase this branch of labor 
into an extensive and lucrative business. 

Notwithstanding the many disadvantages of its isolated loc.ation, there 
are already several vessels and steamboats in the waters of Lake Superior, 
plying between its several ports and the falls at the outlet. Some of 
these were built above the fails, and others, at enormous expenf:e; were 
transported overland around them on temporary ways laid upon the shore. 

It will be recollected that the boundary line betweeri the United States 
and Great B1·itain passes through the middle of the lake, leaving to that 
nation an exten~ ot waters and of bordering territory equal to that on tl:te 
American 8ide. The same general characteristics of country and of re
sources are found in the territory of both nations. The developments of 



mineral wealth are the same on the British as on the American side, and 
have already become the subject of exploration and of mining operations. 
The imports and exports of the British portion of the entire region must also 
pass through the straits of St. Mary's. An actual survey bas been made 
for a canal on the British side of the falls, where the land is favorable to 
the construction of the work, and the provincial government has had its 
construction in contemplation. It would seem to be due to our own in
terest to secure the advantages which the command of such a work-the 
key to so extensive a country, that which must control so many interests, 
and may become so essential for the preservation of our national rights
will inevitably confer on the party which shall cause the work to be ex
ecuted. 

An examination and &urvey of the route for the canal was made by John 
Almy, esq., a competent engineer, under the State authorities in 1837, 
and in 1848 another estimate of the cost of thework was made in accord· 
ance with a resolution of the United States Senate, under the direction of 
the bureau of topographical engineers. Mr. Almy estimated the cost 
$112,544. This estimate is for a work of much smaller dimensions and 
less permanent in its character than would be required to accommodate 
the increasing navigation of the lakes. The estimate made at the topo· 
graphical bureau is for a larger and more permanent work, adapted to 
navigation by steam vessels of the largest class, and requiri ng the canal 
to be 100 feet wide and 12 feet deep, and the locks to be 200 feet long and 
50 feet wide. The estimate for the total expense of such a work, con· 
structed in the most permanent mauner, with the necessary extensions 
into the waters above and below the terminating points of the canal, is 
stated in Colonel Abert's report at $454,107 66. The fall to be overcome 
is twenty-one feet, which it is proposed to divide into three lifts, and the 
above estimate embraces double sets of locks. The length of the canal 
as surveyed is 4;560 feet. 

The legisl~ture of Michigan, unable for the want of means to prosecute 
the undertakmg as a State work, yet aware of its great importance to the 
public interests, in LS47 granted a charter to a company for that pur
pose, reserving the right at any time to resume the work, on paying to the 
company the amount of their expenditures upon it, with interest. It is 
doub~ful whet~e~, under these auspices, the canal will ever be constructed, 
~nd, ln the opmwn of the committee, the control of a work of so much 
1mportance should not be put out of the power of the public authorities. 
As t~e compaHy has as yet made no expenditures und~r their charter, and 
the nghts grante.d by it may, under its terms, be at once resumed by the 
State, the committee have deemed it most advisable to recommend that a 
c~ssion of the right of way for the canal over the public land be made 
duectly to the State, and that a grant of land, in some respects commen
s~r~te .with the cos.t and importance of the work, be made to the State, to 
aid m 1ts constructiOn. 

The same principles which have authorized and sanctioned numerous 
~rants to the ~t.ates, for.turnpikes, canals, and rail roads, through, or lead· 
mg to, the puuhc domam, designed to promote the sales of government 
lands, to facilitate the settlement of a ne\v country, to devetop new re. 
sources of public wealth, and to open new fields for enterprising labor, 
apply, in the opinion of the committee, in the fullest extent, to this case. 
And when it is con~idered that the State of Michigan, a frontier State, and 
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now for eleven years a member of the Union, has never, since the act by 
which she was admitted, with the exception of a small grant in common 
with the other new States, received an ar.re of the public domain to aid in 
any work of internal improvement, while such grants have been made to 
most of the other new States; when it is recollected that her authorities 
early undertook to execute the work in question, and were prevented, first, 
by the troops of the United States, and subsequently by the embarrass
ments of her treasury; when the interests of the United States, as the 
great owner of all the wealth within our territorial limits on the land and 
the water in that portion of the country, are regarded, the committee feel 
constrained earnestly to recommend the grant of 500,000 acres of land, as 
provided in the bill herewith reported. 


