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William Hamilton Merritt was born on July 
3rd, 1793 in Bedford, New York.  

 

He died on July 5th, 1862 in Cornwall, 
Canada aboard a ship.  

William Hamilton Merritt 
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William Hamilton Merritt’s family moved to St. 
Catharines in “Upper Canada”, in 1796. William 
was homeschooled as a  young boy. He went to 
Richard Cockerell’s school in Ancaster when he 
was older. The school moved to Niagara later on.  

He also lived with his uncle in Halifax for a short 
time. He learned how to be a successful 
businessman there. 

 

William travelled to Montreal, Quebec, Trois-
Rivières, Halifax, Saint John, New York City, and 
Bermuda before he was 16 years old.  

 

In 1809, William came back to St. Catharines and 
became a farmer with his father.  

Where He Lived 
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William Hamilton Merritt created the Welland 
Canal. He wanted a better water supply for his 
mills in Twelve Mile Creek. With others to help 
him, William thought of a canal to join water 
from Lake Erie to Lake Ontario. The Welland 
Canal Company was created. Members included 
William and his father, local businessmen George 
Keefer, George Adams, William Chisholm, and a 
few others. The company’s first home was in 
William’s home. William wanted to use the canal 
as a way to trade local and out of the country 
goods. It cost $8 million dollars to make the 
canal.  
 
William was also in charge of many railway 
projects. He thought of a suspension bridge to 
cross the Niagara River. William has been called 
“the Father of Canadian Transportation.”  
 
 

Greatest Achievement 
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William Hamilton Merritt’s parents were Thomas 
Merritt and Mary Hamilton. His father served 
under John Graves Simcoe during the American 
Revolution War.  

 

William married Catherine Prendergast. They 
had five children, one of whom was Thomas 
Rodman Merritt.  

 

Thomas Rodman Merritt lived in St. Catharines 
with his wife and children. He was a storekeeper, 
farmer, and miller. He was an important 
influence in St. Catharines during Confederation 
in 1867. He became the vice-president of CIBC.  

 

 

Family Life 
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William Hamilton Merritt opened a general store, 
called a Mercantile. The store sold items from 
Montreal, Toronto, and different countries in 
exchange for farm items.  

 

William was a soldier in his fathers cavalry unit at 
Queenston Heights. He became captain of 50 
Provincial Dragoon soldiers.  

He was captured in the battle of Lundy’s Lane in 
1814 because he accidently went to an American 
camp with a message. William was a prisoner in the 
United States until the war was over. He met his wife 
while he was captured.  

 

William helped many African American slaves escape 
the United States. He was helped by Oliver Phelps. 
William and Oliver hid escaped slaves through the 
canal and gave them a large piece of land to live on 
when it was safe. Many African Americans built 
homes on North Street and Geneva Street.  

Interesting Facts 
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"The mind is never satisfied” 

 

“I conceived the idea of obtaining further supply 
from the Chippewa Creek.”  

 

“Lake Erie will be connected with the Ocean by 
canals.”  

 

It is "ordained that Nature should do her part & 
leave it to the ingenuity of Man so to improve." 

 

He said... 


