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of canals, the development of canal 

ports, recreational facilities, canal trails 

and other related amenities, and the  

presentation or interpretation of canal 

history and related topics.  Founded in 

Buffalo on October 13, 1956, the  

Canal Society is a not for profit  
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On the Cover...  

An artist sketch of the welcoming center at the Port Byron Old Erie Canal Heritage Park. 

See the article on page 4 for an important update on this project. 

Submission Guidelines for Bottoming Out.  

It is the intent of the Canal Society to provide its members and the canal community a scholarly journal,  

containing in-depth and well-researched articles.  All authors or submitters should keep the following in mind: 

1) All articles should contain as full a citation that is possible.  The standard citation is the Chicago method, but there are 

times that this might not be possible.  Our goal is to provide the canal community and other  

researchers with the best possible reference which could serve as the foundation for additional study. 

2) You can also send in historic newspaper articles.  If you run across an interesting piece from an old  

newspaper, you can submit it as long as you can provide the name of the paper and date of publication. 

3) The Canal Society reserves the right to refuse any material we feel does not fit the mission of the Society. 

4) In all cases, you must provide your name, address and email on all submitted material.  This is required in case the editor 

of Bottoming Out needs more information or clarification.  

A Note to Readers  

The Editorial staff welcomes your ideas and thoughts concerning Bottoming Out.  If you have ideas for articles that you would like 

to see covered, please pass them along.  Or if you have corrections or additions concerning past articles, we also welcome your  

input.  The discussion of history is greatly benefited when people are willing to put forth their thoughts and findings.  
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Giant Step Forward 

For Port Byron  

Project:  NYS Thruway 

Authority Becomes Full 

Partner  

Thomas X. Grasso 

President CSNYS 

In recent months ongoing meetings with 

upper echelon officials of the New York 

State Thruway Authority have, arguably, 

resulted in the most momentous event 

since the Society was founded because 

of one thing alone.  On 6 June 2011 the 

New York State Thruway Authority has 

partnered with us to become a major 

sponsor of the Port Byron Project as 

detailed in a letter from Mr. Michael 

Fleischer, the Executive Director.  This 

seismic sea change in the Thruwayôs 

long term stance is not only of epic  

proportions; it virtually insures the  

project will come to fruition if we can 

complete our tasks as described in the 

paragraphs that follow.  But before  

delving into the details of the Thruwayôs 

commitment letôs consider the entire 

projectôs history and nature.  

The Port Byron Project: Its 

History and Features ï 

What is it? 

Nearly every schoolchild in America 

learns something about the Erie Canal, 

even if it is but a sentence in a history 

lesson or a song about a mule named 

ñSal.ò  The Erie Canal is a national  

legacy, one of the monumental and  

colorful chapters of American history. 

At Port Byron, New Yorkôs man-made 

highways of the 19th and 20th century 

intersect.  The plan for Port Byron 

would merge the canal heritage of the 

Empire State with contemporary travel 

and tourism permitting people to explore 

an intact, authentic waterfront setting of 

the 19th century canal - a multifaceted 

experience of interpretive history  

combining canal-era buildings with  

canal structures.  The plan would also 

bring to an end our long quest for a  

permanent home, going back to 1956 

when we first organized in Buffalo.  It 

would also fulfill our primary mission of 

educating the public ï a mission that 

was uppermost in the minds of our  

founders.   

Direct access for visitors to the site from 

the NYS Thruway via a ñrest areaò or 

plaza was first suggested if not  

mandated by the New York State  

Legislature in 1957.  The Legislature 

recognized the potential of Lock 52 as a 

cultural enhancement for travelers on the 

Thruway and their recommendation, 

made over a half century ago for a rest 

area at Lock 52, was prefaced with a 

quote from the Book of Proverbs  

Remove not the ancient landmark, which 

thy fathers have set (22:28 King James).  

At that time a private residence located 

just east of the lock constricted such 

development and the project never came 

to fruition, but the idea remained alive.  

That residence was the Erie House, built 

in 1895 by an Italian immigrant Peter 

Van Detto, and at that time still occupied 

by the family - his daughters Marie and 

Theresa, who were teachers in the Port 

Byron School District. 

Theresa predeceased her older sister, 

then Marie Van Detto passed away late 

in 1993 or early in 1994.  In April of that 

year SCOW (the State Council on  

Waterways) purchased the 1.8-acre Erie 

House property that included not only 

the Erie House Tavern and the late-19th 

century Mule Barn and Blacksmith 

Shop, but also the canal prism extending 

west about 700 feet to very near the  

upper end of Lock 52, one of only five 

locks on the Enlarged Erie that lifted 

eastbound boats instead of lowering 

them.  The New York State Thruway 

retained ownership of the lock and  

approximately 16 acres of the adjacent 

land to the west and southwest because 

when the Thruway was being  

constructed, there was a temporary ramp 

interchange uniting the uncompleted 

Thruway with NYS Route 31  

immediately south (Figure 1).  In 1995 

the Canal Society of New York State 

partnered with SCOW with the aim of 

acquiring and converting the old RS&E 

Railroad  Power House (1910-1930) to a 

museum, library, and research center 

located on the south bank of the old  

canal nearly opposite the Erie House 

(Figure 2).  Eventually, in 1999-2000, 

the Society purchased SCOWôs property 

and the power house acquisition became 

less of a priority as our focus shifted to 

bringing Phase I of the Port Byron Old 

Erie Canal Heritage Park to fruition. 

That effort, working with several  

Federal and NYS State agencies  

including the Canal Corporation and the  

Thruway, resulted in a total and  

complete design of all elements of the 

project in all its minutest detail, a very 

time consuming and complicated  

process indeed.  In addition, we were 

able to stabilize those structures in very 

critical condition, in fact on the verge of 

collapse, namely the Mule Barn and 

Figure 1.  NYS Thruway Construction at Port Byron ï looking west c.1957.  Note two-way, temporary,  
interchange ramp uniting the uncompleted eastbound lane of the Thruway with NY 31 (out of view to the 

left).  Lock 52 stones bundled and ready for shipment in the median. 
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Blacksmith Shop.  We preserved the 

resource and the buildings now have a 

20 year lease on life. 

Now that we know the history of the 

Port Byron project, which is most  

significant because if one does not know 

the history of something one knows 

nothing, we can answer the question: 

What is the Port Byron project?     

The Port Byron Old Erie Canal 

Heritage Park ï Phase I 

The centerpieces of the project are the 

Erie House, an original 1895 canal  

tavern and boarding house, and the old 

Erie Canal lock and prism.  The Erie 

House, one of New Yorkôs finest  

examples of a 19th century canal era 

commercial property, catered to the  

various needs of boatman and local  

patrons on the North side of the canal 

just 700 feet east of the 1852 Enlarged 

Erie Canal Lock 52 (the Port Byron 

Lock).  Immediately east of the Erie 

House is the c.1896 Blacksmith Shop 

and Mule Barn.  The Mule Barn is one 

of the few intact structures of its kind in 

New York State but with the added 

benefit of being merely one element of a 

unique and wondrous assemblage of 

structures in an authentic canal setting.  

All of these late 19th century buildings 

will be fully restored and interpreted 

with state-of-the-art techniques.  Figure 

3 is the map of the project and all its 

components while Figure 4 is an aerial 

view of same. (At top of following 

pages.) 

The site spans nearly the entire spectrum 

of New York State Canal history from 

Clintonôs Ditch, the original Erie Canal, 

to the coming of the early 20th century 

version, the Erie- Barge Canal  

completed for through commerce  

between Lake Erie and the Hudson 

River in 1918.  But there are other  

robust layers of transportation history 

present at the site such as the RS&E 

interurban trolley line and the coming of 

the NYS Thruway, plus the human  

history of immigration and canal side 

businesses that they and the indigenous 

community constructed. 

The Port Byron Old Erie Canal  

Heritage Park project is unique in that it 

will be an authentic canal, historical, 

tourist attraction directly accessible from 

both the New York State Thruway (I-90) 

and NY Route 31 - access to living  

history structures and environment that 

is unknown anywhere else in America 

and an unparalleled achievement. 

Located on the south side of the  

Thruwayôs eastbound lane west of  

Syracuse, between Exits 40 and 41, the 

site will feature entrance and exit ramps 

and parking for Thruway travelers plus a 

parking lot for NY 31 visitors.  Thruway 

parking will accommodate a minimum 

of 50 automobiles and several motor 

coaches while the local-road parking lot 

will have half that capacity or slightly 

less.  The Thruway parking lot and  

access to it is an adaptive reuse of the 

old 1950s exit and entrance ramp.  Trails 

from each parking lot will lead to the 

Visitors Center. 

Inside what is a superbly designed  

Visitors Center (cover), there will be 

clean rest rooms, a gift shop, and  

interpretative exhibits.  These exhibits 

will tell the general story of the site and 

describe what the visitor can expect to 

see and learn on the site beyond the  

confines of the Visitors Center,  

including a computer generated video 

model.  There will also be a major  

exhibit highlighting other canal sites 

across New York State, Cayuga County 

attractions, and the Finger Lakes region 

including the wine district.  From the 

Visitors Centerôs outdoor patio tourists 

will have an overlook of the site, 

although a ticket must be purchased to 

go to the lock and beyond.  

Once an admission ticket is purchased, a 

trail will lead the visitor from the  

Visitors Center through the abandoned 

cut-stone, twinned, lock chambers,  

bristling with visual interpretation.  One 

chamber was lengthened in 1886 to  

permit locking of two boats lashed  

together in tandem (Figures 3 and 4).  A 

future phase of the project has as its goal 

the complete restoration of the lock, in 

the dry, with wooden gates, walkways, 

lock tenders shanty, and more. 

From the Port Byron Lock, the trail will 

eventually lead the visitors to the fully 

restored Mule Barn, Blacksmith Shop 

and Erie House (no longer dispensing 

spirits!) containing exhibits portraying 

typical 19th Century canal-side  

businesses and the lifestyles of their  

patrons (Figure 6 - end of article).  The 

exhibits will also tell the story of  

immigration -- and of Italian immigrants 

in particular such as Peter Van Detto, the 

proprietor, who built and lived in the 

Erie House.  

Local rumor and folklore suggests that 

various and sundry nefarious activities 

took place in the boarding room portion 

of the establishment and in the  

immediate vicinity of the tavern and 

lock.  But the legend gets even more 

colorful because it has long been  

reported that the Erie House was  

haunted.  In fact a long-time friend and 

respected colleague, the aforementioned 

Tom Prindle, told me that one night, he 

awoke from a deep sleep, and saw the 

frightful apparition facing him seated in 

the rocking chair slowly swaying to and 

fro!  At the time he was living in the 

Erie House and, significantly more  

important than that, he was in complete 

control of his faculties. 

Figure 2.  Looking south across the canal from near the Erie House.  Tannerôs Dry Dock is in the  
foreground and the RS&E Power House is behind - c. 1912. 



6 

The story has even more layers beyond 

folklore and buildings because the  

Society has in its collection several of 

the vital artifacts from the Erie House 

such as the original ñErie Houseò sign 

that hung over the entrance, beer mugs, 

beer signs, ceramic water pitchers and 

basins from the boarding rooms, ñMaudò 

the dogôs collar, the cash register and 

more.  (Interestingly, the registerôs 

nickel key is completely worn away.)  

See Figure 6.  All of these will be  

incorporated into the interpretation and 

the exterior signs returned to their  

original locations on the building,  

although some of these  will be of  

necessity faithful reproductions because 

the originals are too precious to expose 

to the elements.  

Armed with the knowledge of the siteôs 

evolution and its major components, the 

reader will now be able to fully  

recognize the value and impact of the 

Thruwayôs enormous contribution. 

 

The Port Byron Project: The 

Thruwayôs  

Partnership and  

Commitment 

To say that the New York State  

Thruway Authority (NYSTA) and its 

subsidiary the New York State Canal 

Corporation are now full partners in the 

Port Byron project is an understatement. 

As you are now well aware we have 

been working on this undertaking for 

over 15 years and in all that time the 

Thruway has never stepped up to the 

plate to assist us as it has recently nor to 

the extent that it has.  To feebly  

paraphrase a famous world statesman: ï 

never before in the history of human 

canal endurance has so much been  

contributed by so many to so few. 

In short, the NYSTA will construct all 

elements of the project on their side of 

property line.  The Thruway therefore 

has committed to a financial investment 

presently estimated to be in excess of 

nine million dollars in design and  

construction costs on a 13 million dollar 

project.  Over two million dollars of the 

total cost has already been spent in  

design and securing design approval 

from all the agencies involved.  The 

Thruwayôs sacred promise as revealed 

by the letters I and the Board have  

received from Thruway Executive  

Director Mr. Michael Fleischer and 

Chief Financial Officer Mr. John Bryan 

will result in the following scope of 

work: 

Thruway Parking Lot and associated 

deceleration and acceleration ramps 

Y Route 31 Parking Lot 

Visitors Center and Gift Shop Building 

All trails from both parking lots to the 

Visitors Center then from this building 

through both chambers of Lock 52  

eventually leading up the north side of 

the towpath chamber to the CSNYS 

property line immediately east of the 

lock 

Interpretive signage on their property ï 

we will contribute to the content 

Fencing 

Lighting 

Figure 3.  Map of Phase #1.  Note thick line that marks the property  

boundary between the CSNYS and NYS Thruway holdings. 
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Once construction is completed the 

Thruway will still retain ownership of 

their land but will lease it to the Society 

with a contract containing site and  

buildings operation and maintenance 

regulations and procedures.   

The Thruwayôs awe-inspiring, giant step 

forward could not have happened in a 

vacuum or stem from an epiphany ï like 

a bolt of lightning coming out of the 

blue, striking Thruway headquarters and 

its leadership.  I fully believe it  

happened because of a newly  

reinvigorated Canal Corporation under 

the leadership of Mr. Brian Stratton, 

Director, and the progressive, forward 

thinking, hard work, and steadfast  

support for the project by Thruway  

leadership such as Mr. Thomas J. Ryan, 

Chief of Staff and others.  Governor 

Andrew Cuomo, or his office or staff, 

must have been heavily behind the  

initiative.  It is consistent with the  

Governorôs dynamic leadership on many 

issues affecting New York State but also 

because economic development,  

especially as it relates to the canal, is 

high on the Governorôs priority list.  Mr. 

Cuomoôs very robust support for the 

canal goes back at least to the time when 

he was HUD Secretary if not before.  It 

is my opinion that it cannot be mere  

coincidence that the change in Thruway 

attitude came mere months after the new 

Governor took office. 

Having stated all that, the Canal Society 

of New York State still faces a daunting 

challenge but our lift, although still 

heavy, has been considerably lightened.  

Moreover we are inspired, reinvigorated, 

and buoyed by the fact that now, for the 

first time, there is a glimmering light at 

the end of the long tunnel.  But in spite 

 

#1 

#2 

#3 
#4 

#5 

#6 

#7 #8 

#9 
#10 

Figure 4  (Aerial View ïPort Byron Project site)   1. Eastbound lane NYS Thruway ïdirection Syracuse at bottom  2. Thruway Parking Lot and Ramps 
3. Rectangle marks approximate location of Visitors Center  4. NY Route 31 Parking Lot  5. Lock 52 ï Port Byron   

6. Diagonal Line denotes property line separating CSNYS and Thruway-holdings  7. Erie House  8. Blacksmith Shop and Mule Barn 

9. RS&E Power House (potential future phase)  10. Buried Dry Dock (potential future phase) 

Photo by Mike Rileyð2006 

of everything there are challenges ahead 

that we must overcome.  

The Port Byron Project: 

What the Canal Society 

Must Achieve 

To fully complete Phase 1 of the project, 

on our side of the property line as shown 

on Figure 3, we need an estimated 1.5 

million dollars for the following  

elements: 

Full Restoration of the Erie House ï

exterior and interior 

Interpretation of the Erie House ï

exterior and interior ïincluding sound 

Full Restoration of the Mule Barn and 

Blacksmith Shop and return to their 

original locations 

Interpretation and Exhibits in the Mule 

Barn and Blacksmith Shop 
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Construction of a ñPrivyò just west of 

the Erie House 

Other interpretive signage and exhibits 

on the grounds 

Maiden Lane Parking Lot 

Trail from Maiden Lane Parking Lot to 

the Erie House complex of buildings and 

west to the Thruway boundary line 

Fencing 

Lighting 

We already have approximately 425 

thousand dollars in hand from a NYS 

Canal Corporation Greenway Grant and 

a State Historic Preservation Grant.  

Taking into account the cost of making 

the match on the grants and cash flow or 

ñseed moneyò to ñprime the pumpò and 

get the process going, our total need 

approximates 1.25 million dollars.  The 

Board of Directors and I feel that this 

amount is achievable through grant  

writing, fundraising, and foundation 

support, for a number of reasons.  Chief 

among these are: 

We have the commitment letters from 

the Thruway that will be included in our 

fund raising efforts ïthey are powerful 

and persuasive tools 

We are putting the final touches on a 

wonderful DVD video ñfly throughò 

model of how Phase I of the project will 

look when completed that we can show 

when making our presentationsð

nothing can beat showing people what a 

project will look like when it is  

completed 

We are writing the final draft of a  

business plan that has very conservative 

numbers; however, they clearly indicate 

a positive outlook for financial success 

and well worth the risk 

At the same time we launch our fund 

raising campaign, an ad hoc committee 

of the Board will examine several  

financial models best suited to  

successfully operating the entire site and 

Visitors Center/Gift Shop.  There are a 

number of approaches we can take and 

the Board will be studying the positives 

and negatives of each very carefully. 

We remain hopeful that ñWhat the Canal 

Society Must Achieveò can be  

completed by the end of 2012 and that if 

we can count on our members to assist 

in some way with this endeavor it will 

help enormously.    

 

The Port Byron Project: 

Summation ïDoing ñGodôs 

Workò 

The Port Byron Old Erie Canal Heritage 

Park is a project that goes beyond  

conventional thinking and for that  

reason it has taken a long time to get to 

where we are today.  From its humble 

beginnings with the construction of the 

Thruway and the recommendation of the 

state legislature, through the initial  

conceptual plan formulated by Craig 

Williams of the NYS Museum and Tom 

Prindle, former President of SCOW, and 

finally to our efforts through the many 

intervening years of project design and 

design approval (especially for access 

from the Interstate Highway System and 

local roads alike) it has cost us money, 

time, sweat, tears and sleepless nights.  

It is a very complex project with many 

discreet elements that is unlike any other 

in the USA; it has never before been 

attempted, and therefore breaks new 

and, to some extent, uncertain ground. 

We have been pushing a very large  

boulder, up a very steep hill, for a very 

long time, but the top of the hill is within 

sight and now because the New York 

State Thruway and Canal Corporation 

have come to the rescue and lent their 

very large muscle to the task - we can 

get there from here.  We almost gave up, 

on more than one occasion, but we  

didnôt and now our Sisyphus complex 

may finally be healed.  Above all else, 

one thing is certain ïif it was easy - it 

would have been accomplished a long 

time ago.  

As Captain John Callaghan once said 

some years ago when we were standing 

in the bowels of a rusted hulk called the 

Day Peckinpaugh in Erie, Pennsylvania, 

ñWeôre Doing Godôs Workò. 

 

Postscript:  Heartfelt thanks to our  

partners in the mammoth project over 

the years: NYS Thruway Authority, 

NYS Canal Corporation, former US 

Congressmen James Walsh and  

Sherwood Boehlert, State Senator  

Michael Nozzolio, US National Park 

Service, Erie Canalway National  

Heritage Corridor Commission, Federal 

Highway Administration, NYS  

Department of Transportation, NYS 

Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic 

Preservation, US Army Corp of  

Engineers, State Council on Waterways, 

and Cayuga County. 

Check the Website! 

You may have noticed that we have 

been (strongly) suggesting that  

members use the CSNYS Website and 

their Facebook accounts to stay abreast 

of the latest news and Society  

information.  We host a number of 

events throughout the year, and the 

website is the best way to stay up to 

date on scheduling, host sites, and  

photos. 

Over the last year, the Board engaged a 

website designer who has been working 

with the Communications Committee 

to keep the website fresh and up to 

date.  

While the Committee endeavors to put 

out a quality publication in the form of  

Bottoming Out, it is economically  

unfeasible to print it in color.   

However, it costs us nothing to put 

Bottoming Out on the website in full 

color.  So be sure to check out this  

issue in full glorious color on the  

website as our gift to you. 

So head over to 

www.canalnys.org 

Do it now.  And ñlikeò us on Facebook 

so we can get up over 200 friends.  



9 

B. (Right)  The house as it appeared in 2006.  
There has been no change since this photo was 

taken. 

 

Figure 6.  Erie House ï Then, Now, Future 
 

 

 
A. (Left)  1901 ï Peter Van Detto (right), 

Salvatore Van Detto (left), and ñMaudò the dog. 

C. (Left)  An artistôs view of the Erie House, fully 
restored. 


