
By Steve Blakely

As the snowbirds begin their annu-
al migration southward through the
Intracoastal Waterway this fall, politi-
cians will still be fighting over one of
its shortest spurs — but also the old-
est, most historic and one of the
most scenic.

The Dismal Swamp Canal, a 22-mile
branch of the ICW straddling the east-
ern Virginia–North Carolina border, is
the oldest continually working man-
made waterway in the United States,
having celebrated its 200th anniversary
in 2005. Surveyed by George Washing-
ton and built largely by slaves, the
canal provided the first direct link by
water between Norfolk and Albemarle
Sound. It remained a key navigational
and commercial connection in the Mid-
Atlantic region until the mid-1800s,
when the wider and deeper Albemarle
and Chesapeake Canal was built to the
east. The so-called Virginia Cut, which
is now the main ICW channel, con-
nects Virginia’s Elizabeth River to
North Landing River, running down to
Currituck and Albemarle sounds.

Although the Dismal Swamp Canal
costs only $850,000 a year to operate
and dredge — relative chump change
in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’
$4.7 billion annual budget — the Bush
administration has been trying for years
to either eliminate or reduce its fund-
ing. Despite the president’s opposition,
Congress has provided the Army Corps
with both the money and the statutory

directive to keep the Dismal Swamp
Canal going. 

This fall the funding battle is under
way again: Skeptics still say the canal is
superfluous, without commercial value
and a waste of taxpayers’ money. Advo-
cates still say the canal is an irreplace-
able national treasure and worth the
relatively little it costs to maintain. The
White House asked for a roughly 50-
percent cut in the canal’s operational
funds for the current fiscal year, which
supporters argue would be tantamount
to closing it down. Especially with
midterm congressional elections com-
ing up in November, chances are good
that Congress will ignore the president
again and keep the canal open — at
least, for now. 

Nevertheless, it seems likely the Dis-
mal Swamp Canal is bound to get hit
hard sometime — either by a budget
cut, ultimately, or by the inevitable hur-
ricane, which would only add to the
funding fight. Either way, this unique
part of the ICW is a see-it-while-you-can
destination.

Not for everyone
The Dismal Swamp Canal provides a

beautiful and peaceful alternative for
many recreational boaters who want to
avoid the commercial traffic, develop-
ment and congestion prevalent along
the main ICW route that runs farther to
the east. Despite its name, the Dismal
Swamp Canal is hardly dismal (in colo-
nial times, any swamp was called a “dis-
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DISMAL SWAMP CANAL: 
SEE IT WHILE YOU CAN

Missing sailor
2 The Coast Guard called off the

search for the publisher of several
Annapolis newspapers, who apparently
fell overboard on a solo daysail.

The benefit of boaters
5 Recently awarded grant money

will be used to reconstruct Balti-
more Inner Harbor Marine Center, pro-
viding 92 slips for transient boats.

Local color
8 Alden Bugly is a certified nautical

character who hangs out in the
Maritime Republic of Eastport but re-
sides in ye olde downtown Annapolis.

Tenacious sailor
9 Tim Troy of Maryland is doing ev-

erything he can to make the start-
ing line at the Velux 5 Oceans Race
that begins in October in Spain.
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mal”). In fact, most boaters who take
the time to transit the Dismal are enthu-
siastic about the trip, because of its re-
mote and uncrowded setting, natural
beauty and teeming wildlife, and the
romantically isolated sense of floating
through the woods; while a highway
parallels the canal (Route 17, originally
the canal’s toll road), it is often well-
hidden by the foliage. The surrounding
Great Dismal Swamp Wildlife Refuge
has some of the best animal and plant
life to see in the Eastern Seaboard, and
the area is a top destination for birders.
The canal water’s distinctive dark-red
tint (described variously as coffee-,
caramel- or even maple syrup-colored)
is caused naturally by tannins in the cy-
press and peat in the surrounding Great
Dismal Swamp, not from pollution.

But it’s not for everyone: Vessels over
50 feet or drawing more than 5-1/2 feet
should not attempt the Dismal Swamp
Canal, since the controlling depth is six
feet and sometimes less from silting or
drought. Because of overhanging trees
and vines, sailboats with tall masts need
to stay in the center of the fairway.
Floating logs or submerged snags are not
unusual in the canal, especially after a
storm, so it’s wise to keep a sharp look-
out on the water ahead and be ready for
a quick shift into neutral if necessary. 

However, during our trip through the
canal in May, we found the Dismal to
be far cleaner of debris than the main
ICW (where we ran into several float-
ing boards or branches) and much qui-
eter — not only due to the absence of
commercial shipping, but also because
of the jet fighters from Oceana Naval
Air Station at Virginia Beach, Va.,
which buzz the skies over the main

ICW farther to the east.
The canal has been closed in periods

of extreme drought, when the Great
Dismal Swamp’s primary water source,
Lake Drummond, has been unable to
maintain sufficient water flow and
depth. Major storms (most recently Hur-
ricane Isabel in 2003) also have tem-
porarily shut down the canal because of
fallen trees. Boaters are advised to
check local conditions before transiting
the Dismal Swamp Canal, by calling the
Dismal Swamp Visitors Center, (252)
771-8333, or the Army Corps of Engi-
neers at Deep Creek, (757) 487-0831. 

Some first-hand advice
There are two locks on Dismal

Swamp Canal: 
• The Deep Creek (Va.) lock on the

north end (about 11 miles south of
Hospital Point in the Elizabeth River, in

Portsmouth). Be sure to check out the
tidy lockmaster’s cottage garden here
for its wonderful collection of
Caribbean shells, donated by passing
cruisers returning from the islands.

• The South Mills (N.C.) lock on the
south end (about 18 miles above Eliza-
beth City, N.C.).

Both locks open four times a day on
the same schedule, twice in the morn-
ing and twice in the afternoon: 8:30
a.m., 11 a.m., 1:30 p.m. and 3:30 p.m.
Each lock raises or lowers boats about
8 feet; be sure to have lines ready on
the bow and stern, and fenders on the
beam (or better, fender boards). A
small bridge operated by the lockmas-
ter is located just inside each lock, and
is also opened by the lockmaster in co-
ordination with the lock openings. A
portable sliding bridge, closed only
when in brief use, is located at mile
20.9, used by a farmer to get livestock
and equipment across the canal.  

The three-mile-long Lake Drummond
Feeder Ditch is located at mile 21.5, and
if you have time and a dinghy, you can
go up the ditch to see the lake; a free
electric railway lifts small boats (under
1,000 pounds) over the spillway. Since
our 26-foot sailboat draws less than 3
feet with the centerboard up, we mo-
tored up to the spillway, but did so very
cautiously — there’s no tide in this
fresh-water swamp to lift the boat if you
go aground, and the area is too remote
for cell phones or radios to call for help. 

The Dismal Swamp Canal Visitors
Center is about 17 miles below the
Deep Creek lock, and Elizabeth City is
about 15 miles below the South Mills
Lock on the Pasquotank River. Be-
cause both locations depend so heavi-
ly on canal traffic, they shower recre-
ational boaters with remarkable hospi-
tality and offer free overnight docking
for transients.
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The Hazelett Elastic Mooring System

Hudson River
Park Trust

A partnership between New York State 
and the City of New York

( 8 0 2 )  8 6 3 - 6 3 7 6                                 w w w. h a z e l e t t m a r i n e. co m                                    j e ffl e @ h a z e l e t t . co m
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Captain James Gill, Director of Marine Operations at HRPT, chose the
ECO-friendly, space saving, and high security Hazelett elastic mooring

systems as the most efficient use of natural resources.
“I am very pleased to know we are on a Hazelett elastic mooring system.

 We will have peace of mind to rest after a rough trip.”
A quote from a weary, transient boat Captain on his way up the Hudson River.

The short scope requirements of the Hazelett elastic mooring systems allowed a higher density mooring grid.
Sales and installation services were provided by Oldport Marine Services, Newport, RI.

www.oldportmarine.com

www.hudsonriverpark.org
Ph.  902-423-2378 

www.nsboats.com 

Get boat and contact information for 40+
custom Nova Scotia boatbuilders.

Visit us at: 
Mahone Bay Classic Boat Festival 

Aug. 3 - 6 
Newport International Boat Show

Sept. 14 - 17 
US Powerboat Show

Oct. 12 - 15 

“Nova Scotia boats … built for the sea!”

Thinking new boat?

Think Nova Scotia

Leaving Virginia and entering North Carolina on the Dismal Swamp Canal.

Dismal Swamp Canal mega site:
http://dismalswamp.net

Dismal Swamp Canal Visitors Center,
South Mills, NC: www.dismalswamp.com

Great Dismal Swamp National
Wildlife Refuge, Suffolk, VA: www.fws.
gov/northeast/greatdismalswamp

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service also

has an informative brochure online about
“The Great Dismal Swamp and the Un-
derground Railroad.”

Kayak rentals: By special arrangement,
Wild River Outfitters, www.wildriveroufit
ters.com, will meet boaters at Arbuckle’s
Landing in the Dismal Swamp Canal (the
junction with the Lake Drummond Feeder
ditch) for a guided kayak tour up the
ditch and around Lake Drummond.

Resources

DISMAL SWAMP from Page 1



How it came to be
The possibility of digging an inland wa-

terway connection between Virginia and
North Carolina had been studied since
colonial times, including by George
Washington, who surveyed the Dismal
Swamp in 1763. Not long after the War
for Independence, the Virginia and
North Carolina legislatures enacted laws
to authorize construction of the Dismal
Swamp Canal, and in 1792 work began
on both ends to carve out a 22-mile link
between the Elizabeth River in Virginia
(at Deep Creek), with Albemarle Sound
(at Pasquotank River) in North Carolina. 

That makes it the oldest working
man-made waterway in the nation:
New York’s Erie Canal wasn’t autho-
rized until 1817 and didn’t open until
1825, and construction of the Chesa-
peake and Ohio (C&O) Canal along the
Potomac River west of Washington,
D.C., didn’t begin operation until 1828.
The Chesapeake and Delaware (C&D)
canal on the north end of the Chesa-
peake Bay took 25 years to build and
didn’t open for business until 1829.

Slaves from local plantations did most
of the back-breaking work (along with
some poor whites) of tree clearing and
ditch-digging in the muddy ooze, all the
while fighting yellow flies, mosquitoes
and snakes. Washington was one of
several prominent land speculators
who formed two Dismal Swamp syndi-
cates to drain the swamp and dig the
canal; he personally helped procure
slaves for digging the canal and profit-
ed from logging the swamp.

In 1805 the canal marked its first boat
passage: A narrow flat hauling cedar
shingles, pulled through what was de-
scribed as “little more than a muddy
ditch.” By 1814 the ditch had been en-
larged to the point where it could han-
dle large vessels, and major improve-
ments (particularly stone lift-locks)
were introduced starting in 1819. Tolls
were levied both on the boats pulled
through the canal and land traffic using
the adjoining road. 

The Dismal Swamp Canal boomed for
the next 40 years, until the opening in
1859 of the Virginia Cut. The canal fell
into disrepair during the Civil War, but
afterwards was restored and improved.
By the dawn of the 20th century, rail-
roads and wagon roads were making
canal technology obsolete, and in 1929
the federal government bought the Dis-
mal Swamp Canal for $500,000. The
Army Corps of Engineers has operated
it ever since. 

Today, the Great Dismal Swamp is ac-
tually a system of canals and ditches,
fed primarily by Lake Drummond, and
amounts to only 600 square miles — a
shadow of its original 2,200 square-mile
size. Congress created the Great Dismal
Swamp National Wildlife Refuge in
1974, protecting about 111,000 acres. 

But within that  much-reduced
wilderness is one of the richest col-
lections of flora and fauna in the east-
ern United States: More than 200
bird species have been identified in
the swamp, and wildlife includes
black bear, foxes, mink and bobcat

— and less-fluffy animals
such as alligators and three
species of  poisonous
snakes (along with 18 non-
poisonous ones) .  The
refuge offers boating (in
Lake Drummond), biking
(along the Washington
Ditch) and hiking. 

Swamp legends
No swamp would be wor-

thy of the name without leg-
ends, and the Great Dismal
has its share — including
some that are even true. 

Native legends: “The Lady
of the Lake” is said to be an
Indian maid who died just
before her wedding and is
sometimes seen at night pad-
dling her ghostly white
canoe across the waters of
Lake Drummond; unroman-
tic types attribute the appari-
tion to foxfire (a night-time
glow from decaying wood

fungi), burning methane escaping from
decomposing vegetation, or smoldering
peat. Also in Indian lore, the lake’s
gnarled, bald cypress trees, notable for
their evocative “knees” (roots) sticking
above the shallow water, descended
from the “deer tree” — said to have
been a deer (or witch) that escaped its
pursuers by splashing into the water
and changing itself into a tree, but then
couldn’t reverse the spell. 

Maybe true: the pirate Blackbeard, a
large figure in North Carolina lore, is
said to have sailed near the Dismal to
fill his ships’ barrels with water. The
swamp’s caramel-colored, naturally
acidic water was prized by sailors for
its resistance to bacterial growth that
usually fouled the drinking water on
long voyages (sailors called it “lively
water” for all the critters it contained).

Definitely true: The infamous
“Halfway House” (the Lake Drummond
Hotel), built in the late 1820s on the

Virginia-North Carolina state line, be-
came a popular spot for marriages (for
a night or even longer), duels and flee-
ing the law — simply by walking to the
other side of the hotel to escape a sher-
iff’s jurisdiction and avoid arrest. 

Not true: That Edgar Allan Poe
wrote his most famous poem, “The
Raven,” at  the Lake Drummond
Hotel. Literary experts say he began
the work in Philadelphia and finished
it in New York.

Sadly true: Untold numbers of slaves
escaped their inhumane conditions by
hiding deep within the Great Dismal
Swamp, choosing the unknown
threats from woods, water, and

wilderness over the certain brutality
from slave masters. No one knows
how many slaves lived in the Dismal,
but historians consider it one of the
largest “maroon colonies” — or hid-
den communities of escaped slaves —
in the United States. The Great Dismal
Swamp’s role as a sanctuary for run-
away slaves seeking freedom was ac-
knowledged in 2004, when the Na-
tional Park Service officially included
it (and the canal) as a part of the Na-
tional Underground Railroad Network
to Freedom. n

Steve Blakely is an editor in Wash-
ington, D.C.
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Tannins from cypress and other swamp trees give

the water its unique red-brown color.
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By Steve Blakely

There’s a reason they call it the “Great” Circle Route: It
takes a great amount of time, a lot of preparation and at
least a fair bit of money.

So where can you go if you want a real voyage but —
like me — you’re a working stiff with only a little time, a lit-
tle money and a little boat? Find yourself a “Little” Circle
Route. Even if you have just a week, exploring new territo-
ry in a small boat practically guarantees a big adventure.

Ours was a 140-mile five-day loop that started in Norfolk,
Va. We headed south on the Elizabeth River, through the
Dismal Swamp Canal to North Carolina and Albemarle
Sound, where we rejoined the main Intracoastal Waterway
and headed north, passing through Coinjock and Currituck
Sound on our way back to Norfolk.

Our vessel was Bearboat, a beamy, “mature” but sturdy
26-foot Island Packet sailboat that draws less than 3 feet
with the centerboard up — ideal for the skinny waters we
would navigate. The expedition was undertaken in mid-
May, carefully timed to beat the bugs and heat that arrive
by Memorial Day.

Starting at Zero
My crewmember, Brooks Howell, and I completed final

provisioning on an overcast Sunday morning and set out
from Tidewater Yacht Marina in Portsmouth, Va., directly
across the Elizabeth River from Norfolk’s Nauticus/Water-
side complex. We swung by red lighted buoy 36 — better
known on the ICW as Mile Zero, the starting point for the
1,095-mile inland waterway that stretches to Key West —
and headed south. Immediately we entered an amazingly
dense military/industrial region that for miles fills the river-
banks with massive factories and power plants, heavy ma-
chinery, and lots of warships, freighters and barges.

There’s little time to play tourist here because of the
commercial and recreational traffic, heavily armed patrol
boats standing picket duty around the many Navy vessels
on both banks, and the bridges that must be transited.
There are nine bridges, both railroad and highway, in the
first seven miles, two of which closed as we arrived and
slightly delayed our passage.

Just beyond the I-64 bridge, the Elizabeth River ends
and the scenery begins to change dramatically for the bet-
ter. This marks the junction of the Albemarle and Chesa-
peake Canal: the main ICW, heading east and connecting
to the North Landing River and Currituck Sound — and the
Dismal Swamp Canal — heading west and connecting to
the Pasquotank River and Albemarle Sound. Both routes
rejoin about 50 miles to the south in Albemarle Sound and
are practically the same length, but each has a wonderfully
different character.

The not-so-dismal Dismal
Upon starting the Dismal Swamp Canal route, the devel-

opment and noise soon faded away, as we floated into
quiet, lush woods. We reached the Deep Creek Lock at the
northern end of the canal shortly after noon, tied up to a pil-
ing, and waited for the 1:30 p.m. lift. We took it as a good
omen that the gates opened just as a thunderstorm ended.

As Bearboat slowly floated up the lock’s 8-foot lift and
reached ground level, we noticed a beautiful array of
Caribbean shells in front of the lockmaster’s house — gifts
from the many snowbirds who use the Dismal Swamp Canal
each season. Since the Dismal has a controlling depth of 6
feet, the lockmaster asked his routine question for all ves-
sels passing through: “How much do you draw?” Told less
than 3 feet, he gave an unexpected reply. “With that depth
you can go up the feeder ditch” — the narrow channel to
Lake Drummond, the source of the canal’s water.

Some 11 miles later we reached Arbuckle’s Landing at
the junction of the feeder ditch. Trusting the lockmaster,
we cautiously turned in. Only 30 feet wide (our beam

took up a third of that), about 3 feet deep, and 3 miles
long, the feeder typically is used only by kayaks or ca-
noes, and leads into the remote and jungle-like heart of
the freshwater Great Dismal Swamp. This is no place to
get stuck: There’s no tide to lift you off a mud bank, and
you can’t call for help, because cell phones and radios
can’t get a signal.

Tree branches that reach across the feeder ditch eventu-
ally twisted Bearboat’s masthead windvane into a useless
piece of modern art. At one point a water moccasin swam
across our path, unimpressed by our presence. But we kept

nosing along, monitoring the depth sounder, and eventually
reached the Lake Drummond spillway — a wonderful little
park with a dock, picnic area and self-serve electric railway
that lifts small boats up into Lake Drummond.

Syrup-red swamp water, tinted by cypress trees and nat-
ural tannins, gushed through the spillway and into the
ditch. After a brief respite we carefully turned the boat
around and headed back down the ditch, branches and
twigs raining down every time our rigging tickled the
canopy overhead. “First boat I’ve ever been on that need-
ed a rake,” Brooks muttered, as he swept the greenery off
the deck. Back at Arbuckle’s Landing after our detour, we
tied up to the tiny dock just as daylight ended and another
rain shower began, and fired up the stove for dinner.

The next day we entered North Carolina, dropped
through the South Mills Lock at the end of the Dismal, and
entered the winding Pasquotank River where the scenery
broadened out and homes, farms and channel markers
reappeared. That evening we tied up at the free municipal
dock at Elizabeth City, arriving in time for the daily wine
and cheese reception the famously friendly town puts on
for visiting boaters.

Although the Dismal Swamp Canal has a negative repu-
tation among some cruisers, we found it easy, unique and
wonderfully uncrowded. The canal’s mirror-black water
had far less flotsam than the main ICW, and blooming hon-
eysuckle on the banks perfumed the entire 22-mile pas-
sage. With dense vegetation on both banks, it’s like pass-
ing through your own peaceful forest.

Turning the corner
Early next morning we set off down the main stretch of

the Pasquotank, in scenery much like Chesapeake Bay’s.
On the western shore we passed the Coast Guard’s main
East Coast air base and a massive, domed dirigible hang-
er. Upon reaching Albemarle Sound, we raised the sails for
the first time. Shortly before noon we turned the corner off
Camden Point — the southernmost edge of our Little Cir-
cle Route — and entered the main ICW, sailing up the
North River.

This stretch of the ICW is completely different from the
Dismal Swamp Canal. It’s the back side of North Carolina’s
barrier islands, with wide horizons, lots of marshland and
occasional forest, and extremely shallow water peppered
with crab pots. Needless to say, sticking to the main chan-
nel is important. Although delightfully undeveloped, there
is considerable vessel traffic.

Our stop this day was Coinjock, in a land cut that links
the North River with Currituck Sound. We tied up at Mid-
way Marina, which had two notable assets: Crabbie’s, a
dockside restaurant that serves genuine North Carolina
pulled-pork barbecue (a vinegar-based regional delicacy
never to be confused with tomato-based Texas beef barbe-
cue) and dockside hot tubs. Watching megayachts cruise
by 50 yards away is much more fun when you’re getting a
water-jet massage in a comfortable soak.

The following day we pushed through Currituck Sound
and up the North Landing River to the Chesapeake and
Albemarle Canal and Atlantic Yacht Basin, one of the
biggest marinas on the ICW. No cruise would be complete
without at least one engine problem, and this is where we
had ours, where it luckily was soon fixed.

On our last day we caught an early opening of the Great
Bridge (Va.) Bridge and Great Bridge Lock and slowly mo-
tored back into civilization, the factories getting bigger and
machinery getting heavier the farther north we went. Soon
we were passing the Dismal Swamp Canal junction marker
again. About an hour later we formally closed our week-
long loop back at Mile Zero in the Elizabeth River, where
our Little Circle Route began.

Steve Blakely is an editor and freelance writer in Wash-
ington, D.C.

Find a Little Loop of your own

(From top) Blakely and Howell picked up the Dismal

Swamp Canal on the ICW, and their “Little” Circle

Route included the Pasquotank River and Currituck

Sound before returning to the familiar Jordan Bridge

on the Elizabeth River.
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