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A SCENE ON THE OLD ERIE CANAL—FROM AN EARLY ENGRAVING.

NEW YORK'S CANAL SYSTEM

. A CENTURYS GROWTH
BY WILLIAM B. SHAW

“Oh, a ditch he would dig from the lakes to the sea,
The eighth of the world’s matchless wonders to be.
Good land! how absurd! But why should you grin?
It will do to bury 1ts mad author in.”

E do not know the name of the loyal

Tammanyite or ““Bucktail” who a
century ago wrote these lines as a travesty
on the “ Grand Canal,” then building, and
its advocate, De Witt Clinton. The rhyme-
ster’s verse may have been lame, but his
sentiments, beyond question, were those ol
the Tammany Hall of his day. To charac-
terize Clinton as a harebrained visionary
and his project as the very climax of mad-
ness was at that time to treat him with
rather more than the customary courtesy.
Yet the whirligig of time, besides bringing
revenges, sometimes vindicates a reputation
with astonishing celerity. Within six years
from the date of the Tammany poet’s out-
burst, the “ditch” had actually been dug,
all the way from Lake Erie to tidewater,
and had been hailed by not a few as the
world’s eighth wonder, while the man who
had brought the venture thus far toward
fruition was acclaimed as a benefactor.

Ditch-Digoing Extraordinary!

- In only one respect did the doggerel of
1819 correctly forecast the achievement of

1825. The excavation from Buffalo to the
Hudson was in the strict sense of the word
a ““ditch”—four feet deep and twenty-
eight feet wide on the bottom. Only in its
length, which was 350 miles, did it approach
the dignity of a real canal, estimated by
modern standards. It has remained to this
day the longest artificial waterway in the
world, with the exception of China’s Grand
Canal (r3th century). To dig a ditch, even
of that moderate size, through forest and
marsh for 350 miles was no mean task. To
estimate the job in terms ol steam shovels
and other modern excavating machinery
15 one thing; to think of 1t as accomplished
by man-power with pick and shovel, scraper,
plow and ax, 1s to visualize a very different
problem. The orginal Erie in the early
rgth Century was as big a feat as Panama
in the early 2oth.

Lake Erie 1s 5oo feet- higher than the
Hudson River at Albany. Locks had to be
built at intervals for changes of level. Ior a
oreat part of the distance between the Lake
and the River there are natural water-
courses. It was at one time proposed to
utilize these, as in fact has been done 1n our
own day for the Barge Canal. But the
engineering practice of those times was
against such procedure.
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