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A Hero That Never Was : John By and
the Construction of the Rideau Canal

By Takafumi Hirose

Summary

Lt. Colonel John By (1779-1836), a British Royal Engineer who was commissioned
to build a canal called the Rideau Canal in British North America or Canada during the
years 1826-1832, could have very well been the hero of the time, yet was treated in a
most miserable way after the completion of the canal. When the British Government
decided that British North America needed an alternative waterway from Montreal to
Kingston because the St. Lawrence waterway between these two points bordered the
United States and Canada would lose its major supplying route in case of the U.S. attack,
it appeared the construction of the canal was the major engineering work of the century.
However, when the canal was completed six years later, peace prevailed between Canada
and the U.S. and the canal had lost its military significance. Moreover, a man By had
fired earlier because of his alcohol problem had made a false appeal to the British
Government that By was guilty of embezzlement. When By returned to Britain after the
completion of the canal, what waited for him was court inquiry, not the honour of being
knighted, which he certainly deserved. Although By was proven not guilty, he never
received recognition for the work he had done and was treated more like a social outcast.
This article examines many of By’s humane aspects which he showed during the
construction and, at the same time, shows how easily a bias can control the mind of the

masses and do injustice to a person that could be regarded as a hero.
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