
  

 

From the President 
                  by David G. Barber 

     As I mentioned in the last 

American Canals, Iôve been reading 

through some of the histories            

published by the Corps of           

Engineers Districts. These have 

been leading me to locks that are 

not in our ACS listings and                 

proposals that werenôt built. Itôs 

always interesting to find new sites 

in areas that would seem to be well 

documented. I urge everyone to 

keep looking and documenting.

 Iôll use Illinois and Indiana as 

examples. From information Iôve 

recently come across, not only was 

the Wabash and Erie Canal an            

important artery in Indiana, but the 

Wabash River on the border             

between Indiana and Illinois and the 

t r ibu ta r y Whi te  R ive r  to                       

Indianapolis were also heavily used 

by steamboats. This resulted in            

private and federal efforts to             

improve those rivers. The greatest 

obstacle to navigation of the               

Wabash was the Grand Rapids,         

located just upriver of Mount             

Carmel, IL, and the mouth of the 

White River. In 1847, the Wabash 

Navigation Company built a wood 

crib dam and lock just below the 

rapids, submerging them. The dam 

apparently gave way in 1879. In 

1885, Congress funded a new stone 

masonry lock with white oak gates 

and a wood crib dam built by the 

Louisville District, Corps of              

Engineers. The new lock opened in 

1894. With help by Bob and            

Carolyn Schmidt, I found the site of 

the lock on Google Earth. Guess 

what? The tree-filled lock is still 

there on the Indiana shore next to a 

local dirt road. You can see the ae-

rial view on our web site.  

 In the twentieth century, there 

was a proposal to build the Cross 

Wabash Waterway. This would 

have been a locked, barge canal 

up the Wabash River from the 

Ohio to a junction in northern 

Indiana where branches would 

have run to both Lake Michigan 

and Lake Erie. Of course, the 

railroads and the environmental-

ists were opposed. This never 

built project sounds like an           

interesting paper or book.   

 As part of a long program of 

improvements on the upper  

Mississippi River, the Rock         

Island District made improve-

ments to the river bed at the 

Rock Island Rapids. Because the 

channel was on the west side of 

the river, it was difficult for 

steamboats to cross the current 

to Moline, IL, on the other bank. 

So, in December of 1907, the 

Corps of Engineersô contractor  
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    TELEMARK CANAL  
             by Dave Johnson 

 

     Telemark, in southern Norway, 

is a land of wild mountains,           

roaring waterfalls, and silent 

lakes.  This  varying and           

magnificent scenery is transected 

by the Telemarkskanalen, a 105-

kilometer waterway between the 

tidewater city of Skien and the 

village of Dalen at the foot of the 

Hardanger highlands. 

     Excavation of the Skien-Norsjø 

Canal and the first two locks, at 

Skien and Løveid, were completed 

in 1861, opening a direction         

connection between the interior of 

Norway and Europe. The             

extension of the canal began in 

1886, and the Norsjø-Bandak        

Canal was completed in 1892.        

Today, the name ñTelemark          

Canalò is used to include the           

entire canal route. The canal is  
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Lockkeeper lifting a paddle at the top of the Vrangfoss flight, Telemark Canal 

Photo by Dave Johnson 

owned by the Telemark County 

Council. While passenger and  

private boats regularly ply the  

canal, it continues to be used for 

moving rafts of logs, the only          

watercourse in Europe that still 

floats timber in this way. 

     Two passenger boats operate 

on the canal between Skien and          

Dalen: M/S Victoria and M/S 

Henrik Ibsen, both owned by 

Skien Dalen Skipsselskap a/s.          

Victoria was built in Oslo in 1882 

and was converted from steam to 

motor in 1953. It has a passenger 

capacity of 180. Henrik Ibsen, 

built in Goteborg in 1907 as 

Styrsø, worked in Sweden for 

eighty-five years. It came to the 

Telemark Canal in 1992, when it 

was renamed after one of the old 

steamships that formerly operated 

on the canal. (Henrik Ibsen was 

born in Skien.) The Ibsen can 

carry 220 passengers. 

     There are eight lock stations on 

the Telemark Canal, with a total 

of eighteen chambers. The longest 

flight contains five steps. The 

overall change in elevation in      

seventy-two meters, or four        

meters per chamber, although that 

is just the average; some are 

higher; some less. The locks will 

accommodate boats up to 31         

meters in length, 6.6 meters wide, 

drawing up to 2.4 meters. 

     On Monday, August 15, 2005, 

I checked out of my hotel in Skien 

at about 7:30 a.m. and walked 

down to the quay. Both Victoria 

and Henrik Ibsen were moored, 

and I learned that today we would 

be traveling on the latter. I 

watched a small workboat            

shunting rafts of logs into the lock 

at Skien before departure. The 

boat was not crowded when we 

cast off at 8:30 a.m. sharp. The 

morning was foggy, but it soon 

cleared into a bright, sunny day. 

The flight of locks at Løveid, with 

a total lift of ten meters through 

three chambers, was built 

through a deep cut in the rocks. 

Modernized in the 1970s, the 

Løveid lock is now concrete-

lined, and the gates are opened 

electrically. 

     All of the locks beyond 

Løveid are manually operated. 

The wickets are raised and            

lowered by the lockkeeper, who 

pulls a lever through a semi-

circle on the top of the gate. The 

gates are opened and closed by a 

rod attached to a rachet          

mechanism that is pumped like 

an automobile jack laid on its 

side. Although a team of lock-

keepers is stationed at each lock 

during the busy summer season, 

in the fall the canal was closed to 

all traffic except for the Henrik 

Ibsen and the Victoria; therefore, 

a single pair of lock tenders was          

employed. They preceded the 

boat in a car and had each lock 

set when we arrived.  

     We entered a long, wide lake 

called Norsjø. It was cold and 

windy on deck, and most          

passengers retreated to the kafe 

for kaffe. The land bordering 

Lake Norsjø is forested, with 

occasional farms. The surround-

ing area is mountainous, not too 

high but very rugged, with rocky, 

steep cliffs. We arrived at Ulefoss, 

an industrial town with a three-

chambered lock of cut stone and 

hand-cranked wooden gates; here 

we took on more passengers. At 

Eidfoss lock (two chambers), 

many passengers, including me, 

got off and walked along the canal 

to the next lock station at           

Vrangfoss. The walk through the 

woods took about twenty minutes, 

while the boat continued up the 

canal. We got to Vrangfoss as the 

boat was entering the first of five 

chambers that make it the highest 

lock on the canal, twenty-three 

meters. We climbed to the top of 

the flight and reboarded when the 

boat reached the uppermost          

chamber. There is no village here, 

only the locks, and the walk 

through the woods was very      

pleasant. 

     We passed through another 

small lake to the town of Lunde, 

where many of the passengers left 

the boat. As we proceeded 

through a narrow valley to the 

lock at Kjeldal, the water was so 

clear that you could see the          

bottom. At 2 p.m. we reach 
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   M/S Henrik Ibsen at Eidfoss lock, Telemark Canal         Photo by Dave Johnson

Dalen Hotel.           Courtesy of the hotel 

Hogga, the last lock station on the 

canal. Hogga sports a really          

picturesque wait-house next to the 

upper gates. We were not seventy-

two meters above sea level, forty-

one kilometers from Skien, with 

sixty-four kilometers to go to        

Dalen. The remainder of the trip 

was at this elevation, through a 

series of glacial lakes.  

     Lake Flåvatnet is in wild,    

mountainous country with thick 

forests, high barren cliffs, and few 

farms or even camps. A narrow, 

fjord-like arm of the lake between 

steep mountains led to the village 

of Kviteseid, where several        

passengers got off. Returning to 

the main channel, we entered 

Lake Bandak for the final run to 

Dalen. The country here was even 

wilder. The mountains, higher and 

steeper, fell directly into the        

water, with no shoreline where 

one could land a boat or even 

walk. The deepest parts of Lake 

Bandak were said to be more than 

325 meters. The wind was       

blowing hard down the lake and, 

as we were sailing directly into it, 

all passengers abandoned the    

foredeck to seek the seclusion that 

the cabin grants. The lake became 

very choppy, but the boat handled 

it well, and we docked at Dalen 

about 7 p.m.             

     The Dalen wharf is at the very   

head of the lake. The village lies                 

about a kilometer beyond in the 

narrow valley. The hotel is 

reached by a ten-minute walk on a 

footpath through the woods. 

Built in 1894, the Dalen Hotel 

was, in its early years,             

patronized by kings and princes.         

Oscar II, Haakon and Maud, 

Leopold II of Belgium, Kaiser 

Bill, and the King of Siam all 

stayed there.  

     Other famous guests included 

the polar explorers Nansen and 

Amundsen. It apparently failed 

in the 1960s and was dormant 

for about thirty years, but was 

restored and reopened in 1992. It 

is still basically the same as 

when it was built, rustic but              

elegant, with many porches and 

dragons at the peaks of the roof. 

The public rooms are splendidly 

Victorian, with fireplaces and 

comfortable chairs in which one 

can enjoy a drink before dinner.         

     The dining room is very 

grand, and I had an excellent 

dinner. There are only thirty-

eight bedrooms, with a capacity 

of seventy-five or so guests. 

There are no televisions in the 

rooms; the only set in the hotel 

picks up one channel. My         

bedroom was not fancy, but the 

bed was fine.  

     On Tuesday, I was up early 

and walked to the lake before 

breakfast. I had a light Norwegian 

breakfast of bread, fish, and 

cheese, checked out, went down to 

the boat, and settled into a chair at 

the front of the upper deck, a real 

box seat for the trip down the      

canal. I rode there all the way 

back to Skien. The weather was 

perfect. The sky cleared, the sun 

was warm, and there was much 

less wind than the afternoon          

before. Since we were going        

downwind, it was very pleasant. 

We started out with a light          

passenger load, but the boat filled 

up at Lunde and was crowded the 

rest of the way to Skien. We               

arrived on schedule at 6 p.m. I 

went up to the hotel, had a good 

dinner with tasty fiskesuppe, and 

slept well.  

     It was a thoroughly enjoyable 

and relaxing journey, one that 

should not be missed if you visit 

Norway. 

 


