Chapter 10 – Section 2
Westward Bound


 Narrator: In the early nineteenth century New York Governor Dewitt Clinton instigated a bold plan to spur growth in the underdeveloped western portion of his state. On July 4, 1817 he broke ground on the Erie Canal, a 363 mile inland waterway, which would allow goods and people to be transported safely and efficiently from New York City to Buffalo at the western edge of the state.

The design called for barges carrying up to 30 tons of cargo, to move along a forty foot wide by four foot deep waterway. 

In the days before steam power, the boats would be pulled by oxen, horses and mules moving along a leveled towpath at the water’s edge.

The lack of civil engineers in the United States at the time meant that the men who would guide the massive endeavor were skilled amateurs who would hone their expertise on the job.
Skeptics laughed at the prospect of a manmade canal crossing mountains, rivers, forests, swamps and ravines. They took to referring to the project as “Clinton’s Ditch.” Even optimists predicted the job would take 30 years or more. 
But the amateur engineers devised aqueducts to carry the canal over rivers, and built a series of 83 locks, or floodable chambers, which would lift the barges the total of 568 feet needed to enter Lake Erie.

One of the most daunting construction obstacles proved to be disease. More than 1000 laborers perished due to swamp fevers contracted in the Montezuma swamps west of Syracuse. 

In spite of such setbacks, Clinton’s Ditch was completed in little more than eight years.

The grand celebration marking the opening of the Erie Canal took place in the fall of 1825.  At Buffalo, Governor Clinton boarded a flotilla of boats led by The Seneca Chief. Following a nine day voyage, he arrived in New York and poured a pitcher of Lake Erie water into New York Harbor. 

The Erie Canal proved to be the success that Clinton had envisioned. It opened up the United States west of the Appalachian Mountains and created boom towns out of Albany, Syracuse, Rochester and Buffalo. Moreover, it established New York City as the economic hub of the United States. 
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