
The Blackstone Canal was conceived by businessmen in 
both Massachusetts and Rhode Island at the beginning 
of the 19th century, as a way to connect Worcester and 
the Blackstone Valley towns to the sea at Narragansett 
Bay. 

Financed by Yankee entrepreneurs and dug by Irish 
laborers, it was inaugurated in 1828 with the successful 
journey of the Lady Carrington upstream to Worcester. 
The canal followed the course of the Blackstone River 
itself wherever feasible; and it bypassed rapids and 
shallows via a total of 48 granite locks, the last of 
which was located just north of Kelley Square. Within 
the city of Worcester, fed by the Mill Brook, it ran from a 
turning basin at Thomas Street, through the downtown, 
under the western-most corner of the present-day Union 
Station and straight south down what is now Harding 
Street. In the process, it combined with the meandering 
Mill Brook to create an island of the swampy area 
around the present-day Crompton Park – henceforce 
known as The Island, or Scalping Town because of the 
rough trade who frequented it.

Over the course of its 20-year history, the canal helped 
to spur commerce and development within the city and 
throughout the Valley, which became known as the 
Birthplace of the American Industrial Revolution. It also 
attracted the jealous attention of Boston and hastened 
the advent of the railroads, which in some cases were 
constructed along its tow-path. And it was responsible 
for the arrival to Worcester of the Irish, who settled first 
on Shrewsbury Street and later in The Island, with St. 
John’s Church being established as the first Catholic 
church in the city.

After it ceased commercial operations, the canal 
remained open as a waterway, becoming increasingly 
used as a sewer until it was declared a public health 
hazard and was arched over and forgotten in the 
1890s.

The Blackstone Canal Replication Project consists 
of the replication of the historic canal down Harding 
Street, creating a five-block, pedestrian-oriented, 
waterside environment. The water feature would begin 

at the southern entrance to the renovated Union Station 
with a turning basin, public plaza and marketplace, 
and it would extend downstream to the northern edge 
of Kelley Square, where it would take the form of a 
re-creation of Lock 48, a waterfall and a small public 
plaza. Through-traffic would be discontinued along 
its route, while all cross streets would be maintained. 
Pedestrian bridges would be established at points mid-
block to unite the two halves of the district. 

The project has been endorsed by the City Council 
and secured widespread political and popular support. 
It is being actively promoted by the Canal District 
Alliance, a non-profit organization whose purpose is 
to educate the general public regarding the history 
of the canal, to stage the annual Canalfest and other 
events which promote awareness of the project and to 
advocate generally for the socio-economic development 
of the Canal District.  
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Directions to the Blackstone Canal District

From the East or West: Take the Massachusetts Turnpike to either Exit 10 
(Auburn) or Exit 10A (Rt. 146) and travel north to Rte. 290.

From the North: Take Rte.190 south to Rte. 290.

From the South: Take Rte. 146 or Rte. 395 
north to Rte. I-290.

Once on Rte. 290: Take either Exit 
13 (Kelley Square; Rte. 122A) or 
Exit 14 (Grafton Street, Rte. 
122) and proceed one 
block west to the 
Canal District.
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Wings, Ribs, Burgers.  
You order it, we make it…
Not the other way around.

1 Kelley Sq. • 508-421-9464
 www.wingsoverworcester.com


