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Letter from Calvin Brown to Alexander Parris 
 
 
       New York  December 17  1843 
 
Dear Sir, 
 
 I owe you an apology for so long deferring to fulfil my promise of writing to you.  
I have waited principally for the occurrence of events which might be more interesting to 
you than those I am about to speak of.  Nothing strange has happened here since my 
arrival.  We have progressed with our surveys and examinations as rapidly as the weather 
and other circumstances would permit.  We have now about 10 days work to perform out 
of doors, and then shall commence and complete the necessary drawings of the surveys. 
 
 Of the object of our surveys, I presume you have been informed by Mr. Sanger, 
who tells me he has written to you.  You are also doubtless aware of the various opinions 
in relation to the proposed dry-dock at this place, and the different interests and 
prejudices which have caused them; but I believe Mr. Sanger in his operations has 
entirely disregarded every other consideration than the Government’s interest, and that 
his report on the subject will prove as impartial as could be desired.  We have been 
somewhat annoyed by individuals who have manifested, apparently, great interest in the 
subject of our examinations, but it was rather hard for them to conceal the fact that 
personal considerations alone, induced this interest that certain selfish ends were the real 
grounds of their regard.  Those who are advocates for the establishment of a dry dock in 
the city on some point of the East River, invariably select some point where they own the 
land, and their hopes of being able to sell it to the Government, induces them to say 
“There is the best site. 
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There is the best water, the best anchorage” and all the other bests, as if we took their 
word for it.  There would be no need of our making any surveys at all, but unfortunately 
there are too many of these disinterested patriots.  Their various opinions clash somewhat 
and we of course take the liberty to ascertain the truth by actual experiment. We have 
already found the impracticability of establishing a dry-dock at one or two of the 
proposed places we were instructed to survey unless indeed it was only needed for the 
convenience of repairing vessels of very light draught of water such as wherries and mud 
scows. One of the points designated by the Secretary, in his instructions to Mr. Sanger to 
be examined is the mouth of Harlam River:  this place is right opposite Mill-rock in Hell 
Gate, and consists of the marshes between the river and the 3rd Avenue of the city of New 
York.  These marshes are cut up by numerous creeks and ditches, is very soft, and from 
appearances, for we have not yet sounded it, is very deep to a hard bottom.  The banks 
drop off very suddenly into deep water, thus rendering the practicability of constructing 



any coffer dam, rather doubtful, unless it were built where it would be of no use, viz. 
some 3 or 400 feet back from the river.  The marsh is very narrow in that part where a 
dock would require to be located, viz. in the bend of the river opposite Hell Gate, and the 
dock (if ever it be built here) would have to be constructed beyond the line of shore some 
200 feet where the depth of the river is nearly 100 feet.  We had a most delightful time of 
it on Friday last in surveying this “mud flat.”  It is covered with a kind of sedge grass five 
feet high, which prevented our seeing at any distance, which at every creek we came to 
we were obliged to wade across at the risk of being sunk in the mire at every step we 
took.  We can work upon it only at times of low and half tide, for at high tide it is almost 
entirely covered with water.  But however, we shall finish what we intend to do upon it in 
a few days, and 
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we think in all probability this will be the last survey it will ever experience for the 
purpose of having a dry dock located upon it.  Perhaps you may recollect that the famous 
engineers McNeil and Swift reported in favour of this place in preference to any other in 
this harbour for the establishment of a Navy Yard.  Their report was procured by the 
authorities of the city of New York, who hoped to induce Congress to adopt its 
suggestions and move the Yard at Brooklyn right up there.  Probably Major McNeil will 
do better in the Rhode Island war, than in the business of building dry-docks in the mud 
and removing Navy Yards 7 miles up East river and locating them with Hell Gate on one 
side and quagmires on the other. Perhaps he thought Hell Gate might make a strong 
anchoring ground, and the quagmires would offer soft and easy beds for the foundations 
of the necessary buildings, etc. 
 
 I presume we shall finish here by the middle of January.  I am very anxious to get 
away from this place, and to know how matters are going at Portsmouth, under the new 
administration.  I have heard but once directly from the Yard there, since I left.  Before I 
came away, there was some excitement about the establishment of a dry dock at that 
place, but I imagine it will be some time before it is built. 
 
 It would afford me great pleasure to receive a letter from you while I remain here.  
I feel some interest to know what the Marshfield folks are going to do about their 
proposed canal, whether they will petition the Mass Legislature for leave to do it. 
 
 Messrs. Sanger and De la Roche send their respects to you; we are all not 
stopping at Lovejoys Hotel, where, if you pass this way, we should be happy to meet you. 
 
      Respectfully Your Ob[edien]t Serv[an]t 
 
       Calvin Brown 
 
 



Capt. Alex Parris 
Boston 
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Capt. Alexander Parris 
Engineer etc. 

Boston   Mass. 
 
 

[written in another hand] 
1843 

Dry Dock  N. Y. 
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