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Lockhouse 44 (18WA477) is the archeological site associated with the complex surrounding the lockhouse at Chesapeake and Ohio (C&O) Canal Lock No. 44 
in Williamsport, Washington County. Lock No. 44 and the house of its keeper are located on the outskirts of Williamsport, about one half of a mile southwest 
of the town’s center. Lockhouse 44 (MIHP# WA-WIL-358), which abuts the towpath on the west side of the canal, is a two storey frame structure built on a 
stone foundation. Adjoining the south end of the lockhouse is a single storey frame addition. The surrounding landscape is heavily altered from its native state 
due to the construction of the canal and the installation of ancillary businesses and structures associated with the canal. Soils at the site are Linside silt 
loams, Opequon and similar soils, and rock outcrops.

The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal Company was formed in 1828 to construct and operate a slackwater, multiple lock canal between tidewater on the Potomac 
River and a tributary of the Ohio. Construction of the canal began in that year and continued, with some halts, until 1850, when it had reached 189 miles from 
Georgetown, in the District of Columbia, to Cumberland, Maryland. Financing for the proposed western extension of the canal could not be found, especially 
the given anticipated success of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad in supplying the vital transportation link between the East and the Ohio Valley.

The canal project was undertaken after the system of skirting canals and river improvements sponsored and constructed by the Patowmack Company shortly 
after the American Revolution had proven unreliable for transportation. Several years of public discussion and extensive study of the physical and economic 
feasibility of the project preceded its initiation. Once begun, however, the project encountered many more difficulties, both physical and legal, than expected, 
and the costs increased accordingly. Also, it was frequently difficult for contractors to secure the services of sufficient numbers of workmen, and those they 
did get, being wretchedly accommodated and poorly paid, were often troublesome.

A variety of commodities were transported on the canal during its early years of operation, especially coal, flour, wheat, lumber, and corn, but coal came to 
dominate the trade nearly completely for the last half century of its life, which, as a working canal, ended in 1924. At the outset, it was expected that tolls on 
canal trade would allow the repayment of the debts undertaken for construction. In fact, they barely covered the costs of operating the canal and did not fully 
finance the repair of damages periodically inflicted on it by floodwaters of the Potomac.

After flooding had driven the original C&O Canal Company into bankruptcy in 1890, the B&O Railroad succeeded in acquiring control. By financing repairs of 
the canal and operating it through a “front” company (the C&O Transportation Company) at a fictitious profit, the B&O forestalled public sale of the canal, 
which might have put it into the hands of competitors. The Canal Towage Company was also formed, in 1902, in order to regularize the freighting of coal. 
However, by the time of the next major flood, which came in 1924, the productivity of western Maryland coal fields had declined, and the B&O was able to 
claim that restoration of the canal was economically impractical.

In 1938, the government of the United States acquired the canal. The Great Depression had forced the B&O into indebtedness to the Reconstruction Finance 
Corporation, and having no further use for the canal, the B&O sold it to the US, applying the proceeds to the debt. The US initiated restoration, and the canal 
began its present career as a natural and cultural resource.

In April of 1835, with the completion of Dam No. 5 above Williamsport and the line of the canal down to Dam No. 4, barge traffic began moving goods to and, 
mostly, from Williamsport. The town had become and was to remain an important center for local trade and canal commerce in general. Lock 44, at the 
downstream edge of the town, had been completed the previous year at a cost of $10,485.82, but arrangements for tending the lock, and constructing the 
lockhouse were not made until the month following the opening of the canal here. At that time, the Canal Company apparently contracted with Joseph 
Hollman for construction of a flume around Lock 44 and of a stone or brick house to serve as a residence for a lockkeeper.

The agreement was not immediately fulfilled since in August of 1835 the Company again contracted with Hollman for construction, at his own expense, of a 
flume and lockhouse, in exchange for which he was to receive a 20 year lease on surplus water at the lock for use in an unspecified manufacturing enterprise. 
The rental was $150 a year, presumably offset by the annual salary of a lock-keeper. The arrangement may have been satisfactory to Hollman, but as he 
failed to construct the lockhouse, the Company was dissatisfied. In July of 1838, the Canal Company Board threatened to shut off the water to “Hollman’s Mill” 
unless he commenced construction of a lockhouse. Hollman, who still did not build the lockhouse, must have had sufficient influence to deter the Board from 
carrying out its threat. Indeed, by virtue of his Democratic politics and the election of a Democratic State legislature in Maryland the previous year, in May of 
1840 he became a beneficiary of the spoils system. He was appointed to the office of Division Superintendent on the canal. However, the 1840 elections gave 
the Whigs a majority and forced reinstatement of many experience canal officials, in April of 1841. Hollman was among those turned out of office. In April of 
1842, and again in November, the directors sought to get Hollman to construct Lockhouse 44 in compliance with his 1835 contract.

Until the end of 1848, Joseph Hollman continued to receive water in exchange for serving as the keeper of Lock 44. Presumably, his employees at the mill 
were responsible for tending the lock. In 1845, the Canal Company’s District Superintendent had nominated another individual as lockkeeper, and had 
proposed construction of a $300 lockhouse. This low sum for the building of the house suggests that it was a less substantial structure than originally planned 
and did not meet the Canal Company’s usual specifications for lockhouses. The superintendent’s nominee, John Buchanan, replaced Hollman in 1849 and it 
is believed that the $300 lockhouse was built at that time. This structure would need to be rebuilt in 1867, because it was determined to be unsuitable by the 
Board, either due to insubstantial construction or because it was damaged in 1862 when Williamsport was the scene of Civil War fighting. It is this later 
lockhouse which has, together with its addition, endured until today.

The fate of Hollman’s mill is not known. It is evident, however, that the economic importance of the vicinity of Lock 44 persisted. Two firms involved in the coal 
and grain trade (Charles Embrey and Son, and E.P. Steffy) had warehouses nearby, and the former was given the right to build a drydock above Lock No. 44 
in May of 1862. A Franc Sharpless was given permission to build a store there in February of 1866. During the final years of the canal’s operation, a 
carpenter’s shop stood over the upstream end of the lock’s by-pass flume, a granary was built over the downstream end of the flume, and a plank bridge 
crossed the flume between the two structures.

Physical evidence of these latter structures, excepting what remains beneath the ground surface, has been eradicated in the years since the canal ceased 
operating. The parcel of land on which the lockhouse stands is also reduced from its original full acre, which historically provided locktenders an opportunity to 
cultivate large gardens. When a coal-fired power plant was built near the lockhouse early in the 20th century, an embanked railroad spur was laid down 
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immediately behind the lockhouse. A ramshackle shed used in slaughtering pigs, reportedly built with lumber scavenged from the carpenter’s shop (which was 
flattened by the flood of 1936) was built to the south of the lockhouse. More significantly, the single-storey addition to the lockhouse, used as a kitchen, was 
built onto the structure’s south end, probably before the close of the 19th century.

At least four archeological studies have been carried out in the vicinity of Lock 44. By the 1970s, the bypass flume was largely filled in with sediment. Phase II 
testing of the bypass flume was undertaken in 1977 to aid in the restoration of the lock area and was done to initiate compliance with Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. The investigations were geared primarily towards revealing details about the structure of the flume, specifically the 
original grade of the flume floor and the design of the intake gate. 
Initially, a backhoe was used for excavation. However, after two of the three planned backhoe trenches resulted in the loosening of blocks from the flume wall, 
backhoe excavations were abandoned for more precise manual excavations. Eleven units of varying size were opened up. During excavations only an 
arbitrary sample of artifacts from each stratum and stratum level was saved. This was completed without screening the soil as the researchers stated they 
were not interested in obtaining a 100% sample of artifacts. The inventory of artifacts derived from the first excavation units was not historic, but was 
composed of contemporary (20th century) refuse, suggesting that most of the sediment was recent. 

No catalog of these artifacts or any of the others recovered from the site is available. However, it appears that most of the historic artifacts that were ultimately 
recovered are architectural in nature, relating to the structure of the by-pass flume. Some of the artifacts and features mentioned include a flat metal 
rectangular object, a concentration of nails, stone rubble, mortar, fragments of wood (much of it rotten), grill works of nailed timbers, loose timbers, upright 
posts, wooden planks and, generally, other architectural features related to the flume.
The original report reveals only a limited amount of information regarding the structural details of the canal bypass flume and provides some 
recommendations for the preservation of the flume and any future archeological work associated with it.

Also in the summer of 1977 testing was carried out around the foundation of the lockkeeper’s house at Lock 44 (18WA477) prior to stabilization and 
restoration efforts. The testing included the excavation of twelve 1.52 X 1.52 m (5 X 5 ft) test units. Two of these were excavated within the addition on the 
south end of the lock house, six adjacent to the exterior of the foundations, three in nearby parts of the yard, and one on the manmade island between Lock 
44 and the bypass flume. The excavations showed that the landscape surrounding the lockhouse had been extensively modified before the house was built, 
presumably when the canal was constructed. As much as 1.22 m (4 ft) of fill has been placed on the lock house site. Numerous domestic artifacts were found 
dating to the 1867 to 1924 period, including about 400 ceramic sherds and 700 pieces of container glass.

The 1977 assemblage from the lockhouse at 18WA477 included some 6,346 artifacts, 4,305 of those items being architectural in nature. Architectural items 
included 2,436 nails and nail fragments, 293 spikes and spike fragments, 344 pieces of window glass, 25 hardware items, and 1,207 construction materials. 
The kitchen assemblage included approximately 400 ceramic sherds, 700 pieces of container glass, and 172 faunal items. The remaining 769 artifacts are 
cataloged above as “miscellaneous” finds.

Since it is reported that a lockhouse at Lock 44 was present prior to the Civil War, it is important to note that no evidence of an earlier structure than the 1867 
lock house was found during the 1977 fieldwork. The inventory of finds from the project includes several sherds of creamware (1762-1820) and pearlware 
(1775-1840), however subsequent researchers who have examined these materials report that almost all of these materials are actually whiteware (post-
dating 1820). For this reason, these materials have only been recorded as “pottery” in the tables above. 

The most peculiar finding of the 1977 excavations was the large numbers of artifacts found in deep strata within just a meter or two of the front door of the 
house. Most likely, these deposits are the result of filled holes or pits along the foundations. These pits may have been the results of flood scouring, since no 
other explanation (construction trench, utility trench, repair pit, etc.) was evident. Excavations next to the canal showed that parts of the berm had been 
washed away and rebuilt, and the same thing could have happened around the foundations of the lockkeeper’s house.

Another archeological study was carried out in the spring of 1997 focusing on the manmade island between Lock 44 and the bypass flume. This study was 
intended to mitigate the effects of rebuilding the stone walls of the lock and the flume, which required removing the upper 61 cm (2 ft) of soil from the island. 
The excavations were fairly extensive. Initially, eighteen 50 X 50 cm test units were placed systematically across the project area. The data provided by these 
tests were then used to place three block excavations with a total of 88 square meters, as well as a 1 X 12 meter trench that was used to expose a profile of 
the flume side of the island.

The entire island was found to have been constructed of fill when the lock was built. In addition, various parts of it had been rebuilt with fill at later times, 
presumably because parts of the island had been eroded away by floods. The stone foundation of a structure that once straddled the flume (as shown in 
historical photographs) was discovered, along with evidence of other structures. It was posited that this could have been remnants of the mill that stood 
nearby in the pre-Civil War period (Hollman’s Mill), but no clear evidence definitively tying the foundation to the mill was found. 

Most of the artifacts were architectural, and little domestic material was encountered. The body of the report does not describe the artifact collection in detail 
and no summary table of artifact types recovered is provided (though a full catalog without totals is included in an appendix). The materials recovered in 1997 
are not included in the tables above.

The most recent stage of fieldwork at 18WA477 occurred in 2009 when a combined survey and evaluation (Phase I and II) was conducted in support of 
proposed canal restoration efforts by the NPS. The work was conducted pursuant to Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended.

Since the area immediately around the foundations of the lockhouse had been thoroughly investigated in the 1970s, the main focus of the 2009 investigations 
was the remaining yard areas surrounding the lockhouse. Five shovel test pits (STPs) were excavated in these areas in an attempt to locate any remaining 
middens or other sensitive features. Shovel test measured approximately 45.72 cm (1.5 ft) in diameter. Most were excavated to a maximum depth of 91 cm (3 
ft) because sterile subsoil could not normally be reached. When sterile subsoil could be reached, STPs were excavated 15.24 cm (6 in) into that subsoil. All 
soils were screened through hardware cloth for uniform artifact recovery. Obviously recent objects found in the shovel tests were noted and discarded, along 
with coal, clinker, brick, limestone, and other building materials. Other artifacts were bagged by provenience and STP data (soil descriptions and profile 
drawings) was recorded on standardized forms. Digital and black-and-white film photography was used to document excavations work and conditions.

Except for those STPs immediately behind the house, all showed disturbed soils. Directly behind (north of) the house, water was standing on the surface. The 
most intact soil profile was in a shovel test slightly northwest of the house. The upper layer was 45.72 cm of cinders, below which a reasonably intact topsoil 
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was encountered, over yellowish brown clay-loam subsoil. Historic domestic artifacts were found in the buried topsoil: 2 sherds of whiteware, a fragment of 
olive bottle glass, and 2 pieces of window glass. Another shovel test nearly 23 m north of the house revealed a similar profile and the buried topsoil layer 
produced a wire nail, 2 pieces of clear or aqua bottle glass, 2 sherds of whiteware, and a piece of window glass. 

Because of the extensive surface disturbance, the unimpressive artifact totals from the shovel tests that did reach undisturbed soil, and the large number of 
artifacts recovered from the site in 1977, no test units were dug on the site during the 2009 project.

The Lock House 44 Site (18WA477) consists of the archeological components of the Lockkeepers House (WA-WIL-358) and canal activities at Lock 44.  Past 
archeological testing has recovered domestic artifacts and intact surfaces beneath fill associated with the various canal activities that occurred in the vicinity 
of Lock 44.   The site has been determined eligible for inclusion in the National Register as a contributing resource to the C&O Canal National Park.  The site 
is eligible under Criteria A and D for its association with the C&O Canal and for its demonstrated potential to yield important information regarding the canal-
related transportation, commercial, and industrial activities in the Williamsport area.


