
The Erie Canal opened to the roar of cannon relayed across New 

York State and down the Hudson River on October 26, 1825.  

Governor Clinton’s maiden voyage from Buffalo to New York 

City had begun aboard the canal boat Seneca Chief.  Nine days 

later, Clinton’s small flotilla arrived in New York harbor to the 

cheers of thousands lining the shore in ranks ten deep.  The 

Seneca Chief had carried two barrels of water from Lake Erie 

which Clinton emptied into the ocean in a ceremony celebrating 

the “Marriage of the Waters” between the Great Lakes and the 

Atlantic.  Events that followed brought about great economic 

and social changes in our young nation.  “Clinton’s Ditch” 

spurred the first great westward movement of American settlers, 

gave access to the fertile plains and resources of the mid-west 

and made New York the preeminent commercial city in the 

United States.  Its success also inspired the construction of 

lateral canals that provided commercial transportation links 

throughout the Empire State. 

The canals were widened and deepened in the middle of the 

1800’s and finally reconstructed into the Barge Canal in the 

early part of the 20th  century, incorporating the Erie, 

Champlain, Oswego and Cayuga-Seneca Canals.  The once 

mule-towed barges of old gave way to steam powered tugboats 

and a new era of water transportation began. 

Today the New York State Canal System continues a process of 

change.  The mammoth sized vessels of the 1900’s have given 

way to pleasure boats along with hikers, bicyclists and landside 

users of every kind eager to experience the legend of New 

York’s Canals.  Entrusted with a new caretaker (the New York 

State Canal Corporation), a new vision has emerged for the 

system to conserve its history and environment, to make it a 

gathering place for leisure-time enjoyment, and to re-energize 

adjacent communities bringing new benefits and prosperity. 

In 1996, Governor Pataki launched a five year New York State 

Canal Revitalization Program to be administered by the Canal 

Corporation.  The program involves planned and capital 

investments in Harbor Destinations, Service Ports and Locks, 

and an end-to-end Canalway Trail; at the same time continuing 

the investment required to keep the system safe and fully 

operational.  To date, the Canal Corporation has invested well 

over $100 million in infrastructure and economic development 

projects.  The first of the Harbor Destinations at picturesque 

Seneca Falls provides a welcoming haven for boaters and 

tourists at the gateway to Cayuga and Seneca Lakes.  Waterford 

offers an inviting gateway harbor at the confluence of the 

Hudson and Mohawk Rivers and hosts several major events 

including the annual Tugboat Roundup.  In Whitehall at the 

southern end of Lake Champlain, the harbor is a first-rate 

canalside park and recreational center.  Twin projects in 

Tonawanda and North Tonawanda flank the western gateway.  

Rochester’s Harbor Destination played host to the 2000 World 

Canal Conference’s flotilla which drew thousands of spectators.  

Oswego’s facilities at the entrance to the system from Lake 

Ontario boast scenic riverwalks, maritime theme restaurants and 

museums.  The harbor in Little Falls, the settlement in the eye of 

the Mohawk Gap, will soon join the others as a premier 

attraction. 

Canalway trail users can traverse 230 miles of completed trail 

segments parallel to the banks of the historic Canal.  When 

completed, the Canalway Trail System will provide nearly 500 

miles of multi-use trails for outdoor and recreational enthusiasts.  

In constructing trail segments, many of which utilize the 

towpaths of old, communities are making their waterfronts 

accessible and fostering awareness of their rich heritage.  For 

example, the Town of German Flatts recently identified the 

following themes in planning the development of a 2-mile 

segment of the Trail in Herkimer County: stories of the Iroquois 

Confederacy; the history of the Palatine Settlement; frontier 

battleground of Colonial and American Revolutionary War 

conflicts; the Old Fort Herkimer Church completed in 1767 and 

still utilized for services; and remnant canals dating back to the 

German Flatts Canal of 1798.  Long stretches of completed 

Canalway Trail and increasing numbers of trail users can be 

expected to generate greater economic activity in Canal 

communities through their patronage of hospitality and local 

businesses. 

In 1998 the canal system began to receive a major new infusion 

of Federal support when Housing and Urban Development 

Secretary Andrew Cuomo announced the Canal Corridor 

Initiative.  Over three years, an estimated half billion dollars in 

grants, loans and leveraged investments resulted from the 

program that Cornell University studies said could bring 27,000 

new jobs in tourism, manufacturing and business services to 

upstate New York. 

The initiative included funding for municipal priorities along the 

canal including projects focused on marine recreation and land-

based users, as well as local economic development efforts 

involving infrastructure improvements.  Projects were approved 

along all sections of the state canal system such as water lines 

for riverside housing sites in Green Island, a beautiful canalside 

park in Little Falls and a new 60-slip marina in Macedon.  Many 

other improvements are completed or currently in progress. 

More recently, Congress with input from local communities has 

designated the canal a National Heritage Corridor under a 

program coordinated by the National Park Service.  The newly 

designated Erie Canal National Heritage Corridor stretches from 

Whitehall through the entire canal system to the Buffalo area 

and is anticipated to boost tourism. 

What does all this mean to the municipalities that sprang up 

along the early canals including many that still carry their “port” 

names today?  The vision of a planned public investment to 

attract the private sector is becoming a reality.  We have been 



privileged to witness many of these works in progress as a result 

of our company’s participation in the annual statewide Canal 

Cruise and Trail Trek in recent years such as: 

The Village of Baldwinsville has implemented a very 

successful Canal Corridor Initiative by developing trails and 

amenities along the waterway and remediating a brownfield 

on Paper Mill Island.  Anheuser Busch Foundation has since 

constructed an amphitheater on the island which is now 

accessible via a new bridge made possible by State-

municipal cooperation.  The new Lock 24 Seafood and Deli 

at Lock 24 is a delightful stop for boaters and landside 

visitors alike and is spurring the development of other shops, 

restaurants and entertainment. 

Midlakes Erie Macedon Landing in the Town of 

Macedon was originally envisioned by Peter Wiles, Sr., 

founder of Mid-Lakes Navigation Co., Ltd., while traveling 

the canal system aboard the passenger vessel Emita II.  

With funding from the HUD Canal Corridor Initiative and 

private investment in combination with leasing of canal 

lands to the Town of Macedon, the canal system’s first 

Canal Access Center complete with boat ramps, restrooms, 

showers, laundry, electric, public telephone, camping, 

parking, lighting and docking is being realized.  The project 

demonstrates the positive results of bringing together the 

ideas and efforts of businesses, Federal, State and local 

governments all working together toward improvement of 

the recreational value of the Canal. 

Rochester Harbor Destination  - Ten years ago, the 

Genesee River was hidden from view by a flood control 

wall.  The city, working in partnership with Corn Hill 

Waterfront and Navigation, altered a small segment of the 

wall and constructed a dock for the Sam Patch, a 49 

passenger 19th century packet boat replica which the 

Foundation had built to bring passengers back to the river 

and the Canal.  Now the site of a new Harbor Destination, 

boats can moor in the shadow of the Rochester skyline and 

be only moments away from hotels, restaurants and 

attractions in the heart of downtown Rochester.  The 

The Renaissance of the New York State Canal System (continuedðpage 2) 

View of Syracuse from Onondaga Lake 

Inner Harbor Approach  

nation’s first boomtown born of the Canal, Rochester is 

about to become a premier urban destination on the Canal.  

Corn Hill Navigation will soon build a new 150 passenger 

tour boat to be called the Mary Jemison and, in tribute to 

the revitalization of downtown, Mark IV Development 

plans to construct 128 units of luxury apartments 

immediately adjacent to the harbor facility. 

Syracuse Inner Harbor, located at the center of the New 

York State Canal System, is being transformed from a 

historic working harbor and canal maintenance terminal 

into a premier waterfront community.  Plans for the project 

were initially developed more than a decade ago to 

compliment the construction of the existing Carousel Center 

Expansion as well as the development of an adjacent mixed

-use neighborhood known as Franklin Square. 

Recognizing the redevelopment of the harbor as a key 

component to the overall redevelopment of the Syracuse 

Lakefront Area, the New York State Legislature earmarked 

$15 million for the project via the Thruway 2000 

Legislation in 1992.  Subsequently, the Lakefront 

Development Corporation was created to help implement 

public amenities and necessary infrastructure to secure 

private developers. 

At present, more than $7 million is being invested to attract 

visitors to the Harbor.  By the middle of the summer visitors 

will be able to dock a boat, attend a performance at the 

amphitheatre, walk around the water’s edge on the 

promenade, sit on new benches, lean on railing that is 

currently being installed, and most importantly marvel at 

the rich history of the New York State Canal System by 

visiting an authentic freight house constructed in 1921 that 

is now being renovated. 

The aforementioned enhancements will help leverage 

private investors to open restaurants, specialty retail shops, 

entertainment venues, residential units and other waterfront 

specific facilities.  In total, it is projected that land is 

available for 320,000 square feet of commercial space and 

more than 140 residential units adjacent to the Canal. 

2000 Canal Cruise and Trail Trek, Whitehall, NY 
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Tonawandas Gateway Harbor has become a major 

attraction along the Erie Canal catering to boaters and 

tourists who travel the Niagara River and Erie Canal.  

Including both Tonawanda and North Tonawanda on 

opposite sides of the Canal, the Harbor boasts new dock 

space, Canalway Trail, promenade with benches, bollards, 

landscaping and period lighting, stone sculpture archway 

and amphitheater, pavilion for concerts and entertainment, 

supporting sound system and an informational center 

complete with showers, restrooms and laundry facilities. 

Federal, State municipal and private funds all contributed 

to the project as did local volunteers.  The project has given 

citizens a better understanding of their heritage and a new 

pride in their community.  It has also resulted in new 

restaurants and a new tour boat in the first year of the 

harbor’s completion.  More is on the way as the 

Tonawandas capitalize on their location and base their 

future on the recreation and tourism the water attracts. 

One hundred seventy-five years have passed since the opening 

of the Erie Canal, a great work of internal improvement that 

secured for future generations the benefits of transportation, 

communication and commerce.  Today the State of New York 

remains committed to the preservation of its canal system, 

believing that our historic waterways, if wisely developed, will 

play a significant role in our future.  Thanks to the on-going 

efforts of State, Federal, municipal and private investment, we 

have the opportunity to renew the vision of our forefathers so 

that the benefits of an enhanced canal will be secured for this 

generation and generations to come. 

This article appeared in the May/June 

2001 issue of Talk of the Towns & 

Topics, a publication of the Associa-

tion of Towns of the State of New 

York, and is reprinted with permission. 


