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Fire-cracked rock

Other lithics (all)

Ceramics (all)

Other fired clay

Human remain(s)

Modified faunal

Unmod faunal

Oyster shell

Floral material

Uncommon Obj.

Rimsherds Other

Midden

Shell midden
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Ossuary

Unknown

Other

Jasper

Chert

Rhyolite

Quartz

Quartzite

Fer quartzite

Chalcedony

Ironstone

Argilite

Steatite

Sandstone

Sil sandstone

European flint
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All quantities exact or estimated minimal counts

Radiocarbon Data:
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Site 18MO475 is the archeological remains of Lock #24 (or Riley’s Lock) of the Chesapeake and Ohio (C&O) Canal near Darnestown in rural Montgomery 
County. The site is situated within the C&O Canal National Historical Park on a low floodplain terrace at the confluence of Seneca Creek and the Potomac 
River. This site consists of the structures and ruins of the C&O Canal lock, aqueduct, lockhouse, and turning basins. Most of the surrounding area is 
maintained in manicured lawn and landscape for park interpretive purposes. Soils at the site are Lindside silt loams.

The 185 mile C&O Canal was constructed between 1828 and 1850 to carry goods (primarily Alleghany mountain coal) between Cumberland, Maryland and 
Georgetown in Washington, DC. It was in operation for nearly 100 years from 1831 until 1924, providing more reliable and safer navigation than the adjacent 
Potomac River as well as improved ability to travel upstream. In order to negotiate the over 600 foot change in elevation over the course of the canal as well 
as other major landscape challenges, engineers had to design an elaborate system of 11 aqueducts, 74 canal locks, and 1 tunnel. In addition, significant 
infrastructure (lock houses, roads, towpaths, culverts, ect.) had to be installed to support the canal.

Lock #24, also known as Riley’s Lock for the family that kept the Lock, was unique in its construction as it is both an aqueduct and a canal lock. Canal locks 
were installed in areas where major changes in elevation needed to be overcome. The lock is essentially an enclosable portion of the canal within which the 
water level can be raised and lowered by a system of lock gates. Aqueducts can be thought of as “flooded bridges” which are able to carry the water in the 
canal (and any boats in it) over larger rivers and streams. Engineers working on the C&O Canal were met with both a major change in elevation and the need 
to carry the canal over Seneca Creek. 

One structure was built at 18MO475 which encompassed both a red sandstone aqueduct as well as lock gates to raise and lower the water level in the 
aqueduct. It was constructed between 1829 and 1832, along with a new lock keepers house and a large turning basin. The entire project cost approximately 
$32,000. A massive flood in September of 1971 demolished the westernmost arch of the aqueduct, but much of the remaining infrastructure remained in place 
(albeit in a state of severe disrepair) by the time of the first archeological investigations in 1979.

In July and August of 1979 a Phase II testing program was carried out at Lock #24 in advance of (then) proposed plans to stabilize the structure and in 
compliance with Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. The lock area has been subjected to recurrent flooding episodes and a 
significant quantity of flood-deposited silt had built up following the cessation of canal operations. The flood-deposited silt provided good soil for vegetation 
which was growing profusely throughout Lock #24 by 1979. Plans called for the de-silting of the lock and stabilization of the remaining structure. 

The goals of the Phase II project were to 1) ascertain the material condition of the canal lock floor, 2) determine the amount of fill within the lock, and 3) 
assess the artefactual content of the fill. 

Archeological work in 1979 entailed the excavation of two 1.524 X 1.524 m (5 X 5 ft) test units at the site. The excavation began after a pathway through the 
vegetation had been cut along the north wall of the structure. In the process, several lateral culvert, which had been filled-in with stone, were exposed. The 
first excavation unit was placed on the northwest corner of Lock #24, at the junction of the north wall with the breast wall. A concrete “floor”, was uncovered 
after removing approximately 27.4 cm (10.8 in) of fill. A second excavation unit was placed ca. 11.4 m (37.5 ft) west of the downriver gate pocket and, upon 
removal of ca. 24.4 cm (9.6 in) of fill, a wooden floor was exposed. Evidence of repair attempts using asphalt and other materials was obvious when the lock 
floors were fully exposed. The fill above the floor was composed of one stratum of silt loam and the water table at the time was directly under the level of the 
floor. Water was apparent along the lock wall in the downriver test unit.

A total of 5,634 whole and fragmentary objects in varying states of disintegration were recovered during the 1979 Phase II investigation. The greatest 
proportion of objects were non-historic and related to recent park use rather than to past canal operation. Seneca Creek is a popular recreational area with a 
boat ramp and convenient public parking. Furthermore, access to the C&O Canal towpath is provided by the footbridge over Lock #24. It appears that visitors 
to the park were dropping their rubbish in the lock rather than in park garbage cans. Modern objects recovered during the excavation included many pieces of 
plastic wrappers from snack foods, bottle caps, soda bottles, and tin can fragments. The full assemblage consisted of 830 pieces of metal, 23 ceramic sherds 
(several whiteware), and 4,125 pieces of glass. All of the materials, with the exception of the ceramics, are cataloged in the table above as “miscellaneous” 
finds.

Archeological testing of Lock #24 met the major goals of the project. The floor of the lock was originally made of wood, portions of which were found to be 
present in a fair state of preservation. Repairs appear to have been made over time using asphalt, cement, concrete and other materials. The amount of fill 
above the floor is minimal, being less than 30.5 cm (1 ft). The artefactual content of the fill related more to 20th century discard practices by visitors to the 
canal than by people at the lock during the historic period. All features which were uncovered during the excavation relate to the construction of the lock, and 
are protected by the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. Archeological monitoring of the desilting and stabilization of Lock #24 was recommended, but 
no report is available in the MHT library of such work.

Based on the Phase II work conducted at 18MO475, the canal lock would appear to be relatively intact and capable of answering research questions related 
to the construction of the lock, as well as how canal maintenance crews carried out periodic repairs to the infrastructure. The site should be considered a 
significant archeological resource.


