Immigration &
the Erie Canal




Comlng to America

The United States is a nation
founded by people who came
here from other countries.
Whether they were seeking a
better life than that offered by
their home country, escaping
religious or political persecution,
- , i or fleeing economic or
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canals covered the Empire State, facilitating transport of people, cargo, and ideas.

The promise of opportunity in what would become the Empire State was noted by early
European explorers nearly 500 years ago. Explorers like Hudson, Champlain, Verrazano,

and others came from England, France, and Holland to sail the area’s waterways, claim the
land, and found settlements that opened the door for immigration to this newly “discovered”
land. In the years that followed, scores of people from all over the world have joined those
early immigrants. Many of them traveled along the Erie Canal to claim that promise for
themselves and use the opportunity to enrich the life and history of New York State. This
waterway was responsible for transporting more immigrants to the west than any other
trans-Appalachian canal. Today the Erie Canal connects cities that were founded, settled, and
populated by people from England, Ireland, Germany, Italy, Poland, France, the Netherlands,
and the countries of Africa, the Middle East, Central America, and Asia, providing a thread
that connects the colorful patchwork that makes up New York State.

Settlers in New York prior to the building of the Erie Canal established thriving
communities forming the basis for what would be known as chain migration - networks of
people, typically extended families, that provide a system of support for others from their
home country to join them in America.

“The Unrestricted Dumping Ground,” from Judge Magazine, 1903. Nativist attitudes toward new waves of
immigrants are reflected in this political cartoon. (Courtesy of New York Public Library)

The possibilities available
in the abundant farmland
and the new communities
springing up in New
York’s frontier afforded
these new Americans with
the opportunity to make
lasting contributions to
the economic and social
fabric of the state.




“...huddled masses

yearning to breathe free”

Foreigners coming to the United States prior to 1855 were not channeled through one
central location such as Ellis Island. They arrived on these shores at major port cities,
such as New York City, on the East and West Coasts. In 1855, Castle Garden (now
known as Castle Clinton) became the first immigrant processing center in the United
States. Situated on the western tip of Manhattan, Castle Garden was where millions of
newly arrived immigrants formally entered the United States before boarding steamships
that took them up the Hudson River to Albany where they boarded canal boats that
would carry them along the Erie Canal to new lives in the west. Easy access to a route to
the interior of the country made New York City a popular landing point for foreigners.
This helped to increase the diversity of the city and the state.

e
s

In 1892, following the Immigration Act of 1882 and the establishment of federal contro
over immigration, Castle Garden was replaced by Ellis Island as the Emigrant Landing
Depot in New York City. This change did not impact the flow of immigrants into and
through New York State as steam and rail travel were additional options for the westward
movement of passengers along the Erie Canal corridor. As they moved through the state,
some immigrants found what they were looking for in the cities that had sprung up along
the Canal and the areas surrounding those cities. Today, the populations of the major
cities along the original canal reflect the origins of those immigrants.



New York & the Erie
anal for Immigrants
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e Tourist’s Map of New York State, 1831 (courtesy of New York Public Library)

From The Emigrant’s Guide to the United States of America
published 1830):
“The great western or Erie canal is unquestionably the most
important of the many that have been contemplated since the
conclusion of the war. It is an undertaking that reflects the
highest credit on the enterprising and public spirit of the state
of New York, which planned and executed it at its own proper
expense; which carried it on not only without the aid, but with
every discouragement on the part, of the general government;
and which has the merit of having conducted this work under
the guidance of native engineers - a work that, in many respects,
may vie with the first of a similar description in Europe.”



Digging Clinton’s Ditch

Prior to the American Revolution,
European settlement in the western
part of New York State was sparse.
Native Americans, specifically the
Haudenosaunee, and French
missionaries were the main residents
of areas beyond the Mohawk River.
After the Revolution, much of Central
New York was set aside as the Military
WAL T Tract. Soldiers who had fought in the
= e - Continental Army were awarded land
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in this area to settle and farm.

By SAMUEYL LEWIS.
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1809 Map of New York State, 8 years before Canal construction began in 1817.

Land west of the Military Tract was
purchased by investors of the Holland B R R, R
Land Company who surveyed and
divided the land to sell to settlers. These SR L e 4l et
actions opened the door for immigrants
to move into New York State and begin
making their mark on the land, the
society, and the economy of the state.

On July 4, 1817, construction began on the

original Erie Canal, also known as Clinton’s Ditch.
Construction continued until the Canal ofhcially
opened on October 26, 1825. The original Canal was
not built by large numbers of new immigrants, as the
later Enlargement projects would be. The New York
State Canal Commissioners report for 1819 stated
that 75% of workers were “born among us.” Most
workers were recruited locally, and farmers in
particular were a significant group involved, as

they owned the land the Canal was crossing. It is a
popular and often-repeated misconception that the
original Canal was built by the Irish. Many of the
workers were certainly Irish, but they already lived
in New York, and did not come specifically for the
work.




Enlarging the Canal &
Creating the Barge Canal

AL 18al.

; [ he First
» PO yosed 10T O l!u_ st
h;'l!l_llll Fast Lane of Wayne

ANs Countiy.

ENLARGEN

] [ sienciures (o
' v yanical siructures 39
nd e Pivision, extending

1o of Sections A .
Towmn of Barre, Oric

Scehednt ( ’
JIMh!ﬁi‘«:uii‘ltlllll.liﬂlri!-aiﬂrll of the 1. 'I_.H.tgll'l‘l
Counnty to wWest Linc of 10T

gECTIONS.

o 914, 215,
o0, 208, 204, =21l =00 ¢ 1 ',l.}.’ -k AR 9
,_.- . -ln'H‘! P 1-1 . yAe DAL, ':-'}ll]‘ ;‘_L.Lj _f-l-:_‘_‘.-1 s,
288, 209, aXLy 2 aw @ s »}i"-.'!'._.?.1 T, o1, y:

' ool o

1, YA, .
' 812,

= . =5 O] I i
‘:—i‘ !'q‘ ':j"_Jil-n.l.l :-td-:"l‘ﬁ ul
o E O
251, 253,

e

916, 217, ,
"l'ilia. :j'.:'. '-:, T »
S b oy T 5 Lrlls

[ =5 pLs L ..: [ '.11'], e i “-IJ = i

i P——
&} ||| -1. ‘_}llu_.! - ..I =

Py e o
Y et 2 -
5 ::ji'l :!1 r|'|'1=1 ,rl_.:_. i

. 302,

20
gt L2

e of {fi:l.ﬂ:-_ﬂ._, +h e
High Emhat Jement 1

: o il 1 -.J-l:-i-.l. pal g L8 A i
9, 260, 202, 202 oon’ 988, 289, 29V,
DRY, 200, 4O &~ y 2RV ra et
- - :'.? 'n T g 2 M :‘:I L] k] . :H i"..h it ]-_' A i -1-
;:.‘I-'I"_".I -1114_‘ 3 L R 3 [, E . ] 1. -
SR & . . s b BiTe 0 {) 11 SO
Jection 212. 3 oo on Independent Line from }‘1*‘"’*."1"‘"“t =
T Qaetions No. 246 10 260 inclusive, are on e S Gireat Bend at Holley
b-__-i.f-{'_,' ,l'l_} =0 e F, L ; e _i i l . i "‘-"|'|:"|':'-';-'i 1]1E:1 T B L b AL 5 ) .- L S "' =6
L ! ~aary i1 e ' {'u't' J.I'-! k-‘- 'l-"'- “ ' e e K ar e S ..‘. " 'ih ity |1-|
to 291 inclusive, ab¥ S ]'ﬂ"l"'p:: 11 o 19, 250, 251, 2 -0 953, 254, 255, @00y <90 1.' - '
1 . - « okt 94T, 220y D4y, Doy S g ok 1t a of the L anal.
Ala or mectons 2406, 5214, ' ; Pic A = 4+he present line of ThE " 1
- fh“m-:[.}-- F' +ending from Macedon to Brighton, on ‘}U" " rouch the Village ot
260, inclusive, i'-: tl ®ozn 200, 291, on the present A ] \ y Hollev,
' lan. for Ded qons &0, FTE s, i from the LA
n Also, for Foor an Independent LN extending HC8 ity Tine
: g, LA S L it SR Yy K aeent Clanal A Connty bt
El” i‘t-:ﬁ ywd, o the Tntersection of the prest nt Canal & :
| ;J:l:'} -“r: l-lL " J ' } L b e | 8
LOCKS.
ock on the Genesee

' W 7 Feeder. Also, on present line from
g {xuar Ie

a1 ad 66.

S.
AQUED'U GT Railroad, at _[-55-i;¢;ht+:'311.

-1|'|,4_}-'Tr=1' .‘Tl'HEI. H r"-.-'_l"_'lll"\_]j-.'l'-"

Nos, 64, 65, 60, 11:1_11_1_ i
Macedon T0 Brighton, Nog. 02

and across the Ko

at Palmyra, :
CULVERTS.

and C arts

:_'; l-'|"l,| 1,3 |_'| !_!1

Over Mo 4 raek :

Qactions 207, 205, 209,
. | f"i'lf., ':....:'i.:'ﬂ‘_"'i._| fr :

288 “ﬂ”ﬂfﬂLﬁﬂﬂiT:ﬂﬂL_EHﬁ,'.l, B C I

Present 1 ine ifrom Macedon tO arge anal S i

95 ra 9RO, 260, 290,

w B ﬂ. 5 .-.I
a__|-..|I "l _PL?:.,_‘ b

5 'l-.l Ve .I_I-.l-l"-:. Ui e 5
ondequolt and Allens Lreexs, 0 kR 950, 2060,
k il g ‘-1: -'.'_Ji;.}l'll -"'J"'!'rﬂ.' ":':'5,,.1 __J.,:-IH "_:Ir?ll:-l.. el y il S =
¥ i el 3 T .

Over the I |
514, 215, 216, 218, 228,
L f [ oy T T

TR )kt 1 .].:,_.'_._; :,_‘ 7.
3 8 Rt

) R |
. i) :Ii-.!l 4 & .-.Hfl.l"""' 0T 4
» 3 0,

oro 953, 264, 2

Fo

L 248, 4

:EiIREET[fE{TJj:?;TFI?EﬂE}}F??i;:iifﬁ]ﬂﬂﬂﬁilﬂﬁﬂ; f]j]:l
e 0 e success of the original Erie Canal led

- i 3 i -.:_:I '..l-h.. ' : ,
216, 217, 21 2189, ==% 202 op0. 262, 206,

y o 215 ) -

r:_l_*-’__ El:j "1'.:' M driy e AR = o= 2. &
5 2 5o, 258, 254, 296, 297, , 262, 368
rary | H St 0LF . PR R

R e B e e to the first enlargement projects beginning in

o4 285, 237, _
- 068, 270, 271, S i W i
‘.J-t'l i ._.l.'l-:.q.'r -t 3 iy '1:.-., :" Jer, ‘-“'bn .-1'_'!:""L ¥ ; } a0 ":-"5- -_1:'.-&__ -in:l 43T

e s ] ‘::"H'I 1
a0yl .1_!'1_1 ..:-:%.“-"; q..“.{}wq. ot B 1...- ..'a AR .:-._
thdy at Holley on <A,

__ the 1830s. By this time, immigrants had been

. 201, 301, 411, And on present

n oy 5 950 R0, =idy ~*Y
f—””: 25 B "'"11! Ty R R 2F - --,1111 a201.
. ' L} 4 . -’

flowing into the United States from European
countries like Ireland. Those immigrants
provided an abundant pool of workers who
were eager to work for a wage. Businesses and
industries that developed along the Canal
took advantage of this new pool of workers as
well as the unique skills and expertise they
brought with them from their homelands.
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?y the end of the 1800s, immigration policy
in the United States had been codified into
federal law. The opening of the Barge

Flanal in 1918 coincided with laws limiting
1mms . . . : =
igration by defining a list of These policies discouraged people like those

anfidesuables” and preventing those who who had immigrated in the early days of the
uld not demonstrate the ability to care Erie Canal, but did not undo the importance

for th i Immj
emselves financially. of those immigrants in the building of the
Canal nor the lasting influence of their work
and culture on New York State.




Traveling on the Canal
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Washing up on a canal boat.
The water was not taken from

~ the Canal, but from a barrel
. of fresh water on board.

Immigrants traveling on the Erie Canal had their
choice of boats. Some carried passengers, some
carried cargo, and some carried a combination of the
two. Packet boats, those carrying passengers only,
were more “luxurious” in their accommodations.
There was plenty of room for each passenger and
their luggage. Meals were often included in the cost
of passage. However, line boats, like the Frank
Buchanan Thomson (replica on display in the
Museum’s weigh chamber), were often the chosen
mode of travel for new immigrants. These boats
typically hauled cargo but passengers were allowed
when there was room. You can see on the boat that
the accommodations were cramped and could have
housed more passengers than the number of beds
displayed. The fare for passengers on this type of
boat was cheaper than that of the packet boat, which
made them more attractive to people newly arrived
in New York. In addition to their luggage, these boats
also allowed passengers to bring tools aboard - an
important consideration for immigrants hoping to
establish farms in this new land.



Working in Canal
Cities and Towns

Sewing room
at a Syracuse
shoe factory. |

Once new immigrants made their way to New
York, there were many industries they could work
in. These included salt production, shoemaking,
farming, cigarmaking, and many others. The
American Industrial Revolution happened
alongside the Canal’s creation and biggest years

in the 19th century, and there was a great demand

for labor, both skilled and unskilled.

The salt industry in “Laborer” was the
Syracuse had many
most common

immigrant workers.
profession listed

. bynew immigrants.
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Workers at a
Syracuse cigar
factory, circa

1920.
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. Farming was a common
s . profession among new
Y e R ) grants to New
York State.
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Immigrant Cities Along
the Erie Canal

Some of the larger Canalside cities
owe their booming existence to large
immigrant populations. According
to the American Community Survey
published by the Census Bureau
greater numbers of people in Albany,
tica, Syracuse, Lockport, and

Buftalo list their European heritage
as German, Irish, Italian, or Polish
than any other foreign identification.
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The Largest Immigrant
Groups: Italians

Even though Italian sailors had been among
the first to explore the coast of what would
become the United States, large-scale Italian
immigration came later than that of the Irish
or the Germans. The first wave of Italian
immigrants came in the last half of the 19th
century with the Unification of Italy.

Many of these immigrants worked building
the West Shore Railroad from Weehawken,
New Jersey to Albany to Buffalo following the
route of the Erie Canal. Italians from
northern Italy moved to the west coast where
they planted vineyards and continued the
winemaking industry. Immigrants from
southern Italy tended to locate to the cities
like New York City, Utica, and Syracuse. So
called “Little Italy” neighborhoods sprang up
where concentrated populations of Italian
immigrants settled.



The Largest Immigrant
Groups: Irish

Three unidentified
e Irish men (courtesy
Irish salt workers, Syracuse of New York Public
Library)

[rish immigrants have long been credited with building the original Erie Canal.
Seventy-five percent of the original Canal’s workforce were native-born, but
Irish workers certainly contributed to the project. The first Irish immigrants
arrived in Boston and New York City with little money and few resources other
than their willingness to provide manual labor. These workers joined laborers
hired by the Upstate farmers contracted by the Canal Commission to construct
sections of the original Canal. The Erie Canal had been in operation for two
decades before the first wave of Irish immigration due to the Great Famine
came 1n 1345.

More Irish workers
added their muscle to

the later enlargement of
the Canal and established
their place in the history
of the waterway that
carried them from the
port of New York to
settle across the state

and points further west.

[rish sending money home to relatives (courtesy of NYPL)



The Largest Immigrant
Groups: Germans
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German canal postcard.

Originally settling in the Mohawk
Valley, German immigrants and their
descendents moved west influencing
the culture and economy of New
York State. They fought in the
American Revolution, built churches,
established farms, started businesses,
and added to the growing number of
industries created in the state.
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blished in New York.

German language newspaper pu

German immigrants produced salt,
made cheese, brewed beer, processed
sausages, manufactured cigars, and
made high-quality liturgical candles.
Oktoberfest celebrations held across
the state as well as names like
Berlin, Mecklenburg, Steuben,
Palatine, Busch, Hoffman, Will, and
Baumer remind us of the legacy of
the German immigrants whose hig
hopes helped to create the New Yor
State of today.




Spotlight: Charles
Proteus Steinmetz
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Charles Proteus Steinmetz was born Karl August Rudolph Steinmetz in what is now
Wroclaw, Poland. He arrived in the United States, passing through Castle Garden,
on May 20, 1889. Steinmetz was a mathematician and electrical engineer who
greatly contributed to the development of alternating current, or AC. This became
the cornerstone of the electrical power industry in the United States. Steinmetz
initially worked for Rudolf Eickemeyer, whose company was later purchased by
General Electric. He settled in Schenectady, NY, was the chair of electrical
engineering at Union College, and was an amateur photographer. At the time of
his death in 1923, Steinmetz held over 200 patents and had written extensively
about engineering and electricity. He was known as the “Wizard of Schenectady™
and “Forger of Thunderbolts.”
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The Canal Society of New
. York State’s Gayer Collection
| includes several glass plate
 negatives of photos taken

by Steinmetz, as well as an

envelope with his signature.




Spotlight: Peter Van
Detto & the Erie House
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Tanner drydock and boatyard, Port Byron.

Port Byron, NY is home to the Erie House, a tavern
built on the Canal in 1895 by Peter Van Detto. Van
Detto immigrated to New York from Italy in 1881,
originally settling in Rochester. After running a
saloon in an Italian neighborhood there, he made
the move to Port Byron (which also had a growing
population of Italian immigrants) to take advantage
of the Canal traftic coming through Lock 52. The
Tanner drydock and boatyard was situated across
the Canal from the Erie House, and the tavern had a
steady stream of customers waiting on their boats to
be repaired. A few years after the tavern opened,

Van Detto added mule stables and a blacksmith
shop, expanding his business.

The Erie House was closed and became
the Van Detto’s personal residence
only in 1909, as it was located in the
Town of Mentz, which voted to ban
the sale of alcohol. Peter Van Detto
soon opened a new saloon in nearby
Montezuma, which had voted against
Prohibition. In addition to immigrants,
the Canal also transported ideas. Port
Byron is located within New York's
“Burned Over District,” a region which
saw the sweep of many religious and

social movements, some of which were
a reaction to immigration.

The Erie House, circa 1901 (courtesy of Craig Williams)




Spotlight: David Vaughan
and Mapping the Canal

‘*-._..-u-_ﬂ

nS
x

o

=7
it
i
I
{
i I]_

David Vaughan was an Irish-born cartographer
who made maps of the Erie Canal during the
Canal’s enlargement period. In addition to his
work on maps of the Erie Canal, he also mapped
and planned the construction of lateral canals.
When he arrived in Albany in the late 1840s, he
came with the knowledge and skills needed for
drafting and surveying, by way of family tradition.
Over the course of several generations, Vaughan
men were mapmakers. David traveled all over the
state in the course of his work on Canal projects,
as he was employed by the State Engineer and
Surveyor in the 1850s and early 1860s. His work
shows both the geographic features of the land as
well as a whimsical sense of humor, and he
incorporated little drawings and symbols which
became his signature touches, such as a running
stag and a buzzing beehive.

Images courtesy of Craig Williams



