


POST-VISIT 
 
Writing Stories About Canal Boat Life 
 
Concept: Using primary sources and drawing from the field trip aboard Lois McClure, students 
will create literature regarding the life of canalers who lived and worked on the Champlain 
Waterway. 
 

 
 
1. Debrief from the field trip to Lois McClure.  What was the most surprising thing students 
learned about canal boat life?  Which parts of life were appealing?  Which sounded difficult and 
dangerous?  What was it like with a large family aboard; would sharing space have been a 
problem? 
 
2. Have students read the primary source material: selected excerpts from Life on a Canal Boat: 
The Journals of Theodore Bartley, ed. Russell Bellico. 
 
3. Discuss in class the types of information that was important to Theodore to record.  Some 
things were items of business, and some were personal reflections.  Note the number of times 
Theodore mentions the weather. 
 
4. Have students write their own journal entries as if they were aboard a canal boat in the 
nineteenth century.  Prompt them to be creative and specific about time, place, weather, cargo, 
crew, and tasks, as well as descriptions of sights, smells, and sounds of life aboard the vessel.  
Have them use some new words, and incorporate stories they may have learned aboard Lois 
McClure, or in their readings. 
 
 
 

New York: 
ELA Standard 2: Language for Literary Response and Expression 
Students will read and listen to oral, written, and electronically produced texts and 
performances from American and world literature; relate texts and performances to their own 
lives; and develop an understanding of the diverse social, historical, and cultural dimensions the 
texts and performances represent.  As speakers and writers, students will use oral and written 
language that follows the accepted conventions of the English language for self-expression and 
artistic creation. 
 
Vermont: 
Arts, Language, and Literature Standards – Literature and Media 
5.11 Literary Elements and Devices 
Students use literary elements and devices, including theme, plot, style, imagery, and metaphor 
to analyze, compare, interpret, and create literature. 



Journal Entries 
These are selected excerpts from the Journals of Theodore Bartley, 
now published in Life on a Canal Boat, ed. Russell Bellico, Purple 
Mountain Press, 2004. 
 
Theodore D. Bartley and his wife Mary first started working on a 
sailing canal boat in 1861.  Theodore purchased it with his brother-
in-law Henry, and they named it Mary Eva, after both their wives.  
Theodore wrote regularly in his journal for nearly thirty years.  
These journal entries are all selected from the year 1863. 
 
Lake Champlain near Whitehall, NY 
Tues Sept 1st 1863 This morn I had to pay 
Jim Adams 57 dollars1 – the payment that 
was due in the summer of 1861 & which 
they agreed to throw off [on] account of a 
rotten place in one of the wales2.  Today he, 
J. Adams, threatened to take my boat away 
from me because my payment for August 
was pas[t] due.  Consequently the boat was 
confiscated providing they were mean 
enough to take advantage.  Then I borrowed 
the money & made the August payment 
besides.  I then bought some groceries & left 
Whitehall about half past 12.  Got to Fort 
Ann about nine P.M. & tied up. 
 
Wed Sept 2nd Left Ft. Ann about 5 in the 
morning – towed all day – had no bad luck.  
Got to Ft Edward about one o’clock.  Fed 
there for noon, got to Ft Miller about half 
past nine & tied up for the night.  The 
weather has been fine all day. 
 
Albany, NY 
Friday Sept 11 The weather today is fine as 
need be.  I went to town in the forenoon & 
got some pins turned for my blocks3.  Then 
went over & walked around some with Mary 

                                                
1 Equivalent to approximately $777 today. 
2 Wale: One of the outer planks of a boat that is 
thicker than the rest, protecting the boat from rubbing 
against docks or other boats. 
3 Block: A wooden case enclosing a pulley wheel 
through which ropes are placed and used for hauling 
and lifting. 

to trade.  Then they were ready to give me 
the balance of the salt.  Got it aboard, fifty 
bbls [barrels] & over 600 sacks of fine salt – 
then towed with steamboat up to the lock.  
Locked up and weighed on the weighlock4.  
Laid there all night. 
 
Sat Sept 12 This morn quite early left the 
weighlock & went to the lock south side of 
the river when we had to stop on account of 
a lock being out of order.  Along toward 
night we went on.  Got to Waterford in the 
evening.  Went on above but had to stop 
again about half way between Waterford & 
the locks on account of a crowd.  Lay here 
all night in a crowd. 
 
Wed Sept 16   The weather is still fair.  Got 
up about quarter past 5 & beg[a]n to rig5.  
Got all rigged about 10A.M.  Started for 
Dresden about half past 12.  Got down to 
Dresden all right about 3 or near it.  Got my 
bin boards6 aboard & then went up to M. 
Stockwell’s after a jar of butter.  By the time 
all was aboard the wind had nearly all gone 
down.  Today has been quite hot & the eve 
is much warmer than any other lately.  
 
Burlington, VT 
Friday Sept 18 This morn beg[a]n 
unloading the barrels.  Got them off & then 

                                                
4 Weighlock: A hydrostatic lock for weighing boats 
to determine tools on the fright being carried. 
5 Rig: to prepare the boat for sailing. 
6 Bin boards: 



it beg[a]n raining so we could not unload 
any of the sacks.  Rained hard by spells all 
afternoon, and we lay in a good harbor.  At 
night the wind beg[a]n bowling hard from 
the north[w]ard – blew from the south all 
day – good strong bree[z]e in the morning 
but light P.M. 
 
Sat Sept 19 The weather today has been 
cool and cloudy.  Beg[a]n unloading about 7 
[A.M.], then got through a little before 5 
P.M. & fell short 56 bags of salt – 
amounting to about nine dollars.  Went and 
settled up, then hauled the boat a little ways, 
then tied up and turned in for all night.  
 
Wed Sept 23 The weather this morn was 
cold and clear.  There was a heavy white 
frost this morn on deck.  Got up and made 
sail for St Johns at about 6, the wind being 
fair.  Got to St Johns and nearly fast at the 
dock where I am going to load about eleven 
A.M.  Began to load just after dinner – got 
on pretty near 2000 bushels barley.  The 
weather has been pretty clear all day & quite 
pleasant.  This eve there is a splendid 
display of Aurora Borealis or Northern 

Lights – most seen tonight east and west and 
overhead. 
St Johns CE 
Sat Sept 26 The weather in the morning was 
cloudy and cool.  About 2 morn came to 
anchor about one and a half miles from 
Rouses Point near Bloody Island.  Lay there 
till near 6 in the A.M. when we again started 
but had to stop and get my papers then kept 
on.  Had a fresh bree[z]e all day & 
considerable sea for a small lake.  Got to 
Split Rock Lighthouse about 5 P.M. & ran in 
to Westport little while after dark & came to 
anchor.  The wind still being fair but Mary 
was afraid to sail in the night so I came to. 
 
Rondout Hudson River 
Fri Oct 9 The weather has been fine today.  
Mr. Baird & I went downstreet round the 
Battery then [to] Broadway & got my order 
for coal at the Trinity Building.  Then 
cruised around some till steamboat time.  
Then got aboard of the Mary Powell & 
started for Rondout again […] After a while 
it beg[a]n to rain a little. Bought a revolver 
today & a new pocketbook for Mary.

 

 
 

 
Discussion Questions: 
 
1. What sorts of things does Theodore include in his journal?  What shows 
up nearly every day?  Why would this be important to someone working 
on a boat? 
 
2. Does it sound like hard work to be a canal boatman?  Did you notice 
when Theodore and Mary get up every morning?  How much work is it to 
load 2000 bushels of barley, 50 barrels, or 600 sacks of salt into a boat?
 
 



NAME:__________________________________________________  DATE:_______________ 
 
Imagine you are living and working aboard a canal boat in the nineteenth century.  
Drawing from what you learned on your field trip to Lois McClure, and based on the 
format that Theodore Bartley used in his journal, write your own journal entries for four 
days on that canal boat.   
 
Some questions you might want to address are: Are you the captain, the captain’s wife, a child, a 
deckhand?  Are you in port the whole time, or are you moving the boat?  What is the name of the 
vessel; is it a standard or a sailing canal boat?  What is the weather like?  What type of cargo are 
you carrying?  What do you do in your spare time?  Perhaps one day was particularly 
challenging: why? 
 
 
 
 
  


