“Doing” the Erie Canal

 By Jean and Mel Thomason aboard Dovekie, Camano 31 Hull 186
June-August 2008

Part 1 -- North Carolina to Kingston, NY

We left Cypress Cove Marina on May 23, 2008 on an overcast morning with the aim of reaching Elizabeth City for the night.  The weather improved as we moved east and by the time we reached Elizabeth City, the sun was out and we were inspired to go on to an anchorage just before Turner's Cut. In the morning, we got through the South Mills Lock on the first opening and tied up at the Great Dismal Swamp Welcome Center dock so we could cross over the canal to see the new state park visitor center and boardwalk.  Then on to Elizabeth's dock at Deep Creek lock for the night.  In the morning, we chatted with Robert (the lockmaster) over coffee, then locked through getting to Portsmouth about 11 AM for a fuel stop (the first fuel we've bought this year - $4.50/gal.- ouch!)  We then proceded to Horn Harbor above Mobjack Bay for the night.  This is a nice anchorage between marker 18 and 19.

The next day we ran 39 miles to Sandy Point on the Great Wicomico near Reedville, arriving with a cockpit full of flies.  Weather remained sunny and warm but wind was up from the south.  The next morning, the wind was still up from the south which made getting out of Ingram Bay a little rough.  Once we turned north, the waves were behind us and decreased north of Smith Point.  We still collected flies in the cockpit (new ones – we had killed off the ones yesterday).  We arrived at Solomons around noon for the 2008 Camano Rondy.  It was a fun three days with old friends, good food and activities.  We also took the opportunity to visit West Marine for several items we needed.

On May 30, we fueled up and pumped out and made our way up the Chesapeake to Fairlee Creek (above Rock Hall) to anchor for the evening.  We tried out the new anchor light which hangs from the bimini, draws less power than the mounted one and goes on and off automatically.  The next day we decided to run ahead of an approaching cold front and anchor in the Bohemia River for the night.  On Sunday, we went the remaining ten miles to Chesapeake City where we were lucky to find a space at the dock.  Jean's niece Emilee and her husband and baby came to visit in the afternoon; we had crab at the Tap Room and ice cream at the waterfront ice cream place.  The rest of the afternoon we amused ourselves watching the boat traffic in and out of the Chesapeake Inn, a very popular spot on weekends.

The dockmaster gave us permission to stay at the dock a second day while we rented a car to go to Philadelphia to visit Jean's 91 year-old mother.  We did a big grocery shopping while we had the car and returned to the boat Tuesday morning.  The intention had been to start out on Wednesday for Cape May, but the weather was deteriorating Wednesday and Thursday, so we hustled and got a 10:45AM start to catch a favorable current out the C&D canal and down the Delaware.  All was fine until just past Ship John Shoal when the waves we were heading into got large enough that we had to slow down to 3-4 knots, making a long trip even longer.  We finally got to the Cape May Canal about 7 PM and anchored in the harbor near the Coast Guard Station for the night. 

We had never gone up the NJ ICW which is reputed to be quite shallow, particularly the section from Cape May to Atlantic City.  The choice was to wait it out in Cape May or proceed up the ICW.  We fueled at Utsches and started out on an overcast day with a stiff breeze.  The only time we went aground was when Jean's head did a red-green reverse and we got out of the channel.  The bottom is soft mud, so we were able to swing the bow and power out of the shallows.  We anchored near Strathmere which has an inlet, about 24 miles up the ICW.  In the afternoon, we began hearing a droning sound, like a motorboat far away, but it  just went on and on for a couple hours.  Later, when we pulled up the hatch to get something out of the engine room, we discovered that the noise was coming from us.  The prop was turning slowly, even thou the engine was off.  It was like it had a mind of its own- a mystery!  The answer, which Mel figured out was that the current was strong enough to turn the prop, which, of course, is connected to the shaft.  Our friend Ray assured us that it wouldn't damage the transmission, so we just let it spin.  This had never happened to us before, but would again two nights later.

Another 44 miles up the ICW we anchored at Mordecai Island near Beach Haven.  Friday, we had some thin places in the morning, but from Barnegat on there were good depths.  We reached Manesquam, the end of the ICW and went out the inlet to run 5 miles up the coast to the Shark River (Avon by the Sea).     We called New York to see what the fuel prices were and decided it was worth getting two bridges to open for us in swift current to get fuel at Belmar, and then get back through the bridges to anchor.  We had been running 500 to 700 RPM slower than we did last year, and it really shows up in the gas mileage – 4.4 miles per gallon vs just over 2 mile/gal.  

We left Shark River at 6:30 on Saturday; it was a good day for a run up the coast and timed to take advantage of an incoming tide going into New York Harbor.  We reached Liberty Landing Marina (Just past Ellis Island at 11 AM.  We at a quick lunch and caught the 12:30 boat from Liberty Park to Ellis Island.  We visited the museum there (very interesting) until 4 PM, then got a boat to the Statue of Liberty where we joined a ranger-led walk around the monument. (Going inside the monument requires passes obtained in advance).  That night, we sat on our flybridge and watched the lights of Manhattan come on.  It was a nice, if pricey, experience.  During the night we noticed that our air conditioner was not cycling correctly.  We decided to wait and try it the next time we were plugged in.

We had arranged to meet a friend in Kingston, some 90 miles upriver on Tuesday, so Monday morning, we set out as soon and the current was favorable and ran at our new, slower speed about 57 miles to just below Newburg.  Going through the Highlands, near West Point, there was a thunderstorm with lightning and heavy rain.  Jean always feels like a “sitting duck” to be out on the water in such conditions.  Fortunately, the storm stayed a mile to our north.  The rain stopped about the time we reached Pollepel Island where Bannerman's Castle (a medieval Scottish castle built by a munitions merchant as a summer home) still guards the shore.  We squeezed in a narrow tongue of water along the shore toward the back of the island.  That puts us quite close to the commuter train tracks where the trains blow the whistle as they near a tunnel.  Mel says of this anchorage that not only do we have “train music” but also “free motion”, as the wakes come rolling across the river from the main channel.  It was a little cooler after the rain so we slept well.

We hung at Pollepel until 12:30 when the current was again in our favor.  North past Newberg and Poughkeepsie and Hyde Park, we finally reached Kingston at 4:50 pm – just time to get cleaned up to meet our friend and confirm that, yes, there was a problem with the air conditioner.  After a nice dinner and conversation with our Baha'i friends we returned to the boat to find that the power was off on the dock.  Since the AC was acting up anyway, we were committed to sleeping with the windows open.  With our small fan going, it was OK.

Wednesday, we fiddled with the air conditioner, made a call to the dealer and nearly ordered a $318 replacement for the control panel when we remembered Mel's original thought and our friend Ray (The Fire Dog)'s advice to reset all the setting to their default values.  One push of the button to do this and the AC began acting normally (thank goodness, because it was in the 90's all afternoon).  There are forecasted thunderstorms and a tornado watch for this area this afternoon and tonight, so we've decided to stay another night and make an early start in the morning.

Part 2 --  Kingston to Newark, N.Y.

The severe storms in Kingston never materialized but there was a storm that went through the area where we would have anchored.  We left Kingston early (5:50 AM) to catch a favorable current up river.  After stopping in Coeymann's for fuel we anchored off a park at Castleton.  First order of business was an oil change while the engine was hot.  After dinner we watched an older gentleman pull in a big fish, 36 inches long and about 25 lbs.  We don't know the species but he threw him back in the river after pictures and measuring.  Since it isn't recommended to eat fish from the Hudson (except shad), I haven't yet figured out why so many people fish here.

The next morning we got another early start (6:30) so we could get through Albany and Troy and the Federal Lock and arrive at Waterford after boats had left for the canals and before the dock was filled up again.  We found a good spot, within range of the WiFi.  Waterford is the place to get everything done- shopping, laundry, fill the water tanks, pump out the holding tank, get email downloaded and sent etc.  We also purchased our canal pass ($75) which had been free last year.  That evening, Lisa Hughes, daughter of a North Carolina boating friend came with her son, Conner, to visit.  We all went out for pizza, a treat for us as we have no oven on board.  We were also able to call our friends in Trinidad for an update on the project we worked on last winter.   The next day we went for a bike ride on the canal trail to Cohoes, looping back through the Peebles Island State Park with a stop at their visitor center.  In the evening there was a gathering for all the boaters – everyone brings their own drinks and a dish to share.

Saturday morning we started on the Erie Canal.  First up is the “Waterford Flight “- five locks that have a total lift of 169 feet.  We were the only boat going through and it only took an hour and fifteen minutes – the locks are very efficient here and fast.  We got through 2 more locks and 28 miles but got caught by a sudden downpour in the last lock.  When you're holding the ropes, there isn't much else you can do (like get a raincoat).  Mel and out chart books got soaked.  I was able to duck partly into the cabin so only got wet.  We stopped on the lock wall for the night and to get things dried out.

The next day we stopped in Amsterdam.  We looked around Guy Park Historic Site but the house wasn't open.  We then rode bikes to Ft. Johnson which turned out to be another historic house which wouldn't open until afternoon.  (They we fortified houses in the 18th century – hence “forts”.)  We did look at the 18th century outhouse, made to look like a small building one would find in a garden.  The inside had white wainscoting that matched the wainscoting in the house!  Not wanting to wait, we pedalled back to the boat and were on our way to Canajoharie.  The next morning, we visited the Arkell Art museum, largely financed by the founder of Beechnut Baby Foods (and gum etc.)  The museum is known for its collection of Winslow Homers but only a few were on display.  While in Canajoharie, we had a front row seat, so to speck, to watch some big steel I-beams (120x8 ft.) being raised into place on a bridge from a barge- sort of erector set for big boys!

We went on to Lock 17 – the big lock.  The rise is 40 feet and it takes 5 million gallons of water to fill the lock.  I did some rough figuring, the water rises about 3 feet per minute so that would be 350,000 gal of water per minute coming in.  I'll bet it's even faster going out!  We stopped there to be able to walk into Little Falls, but again, it rained just after we tied up.  We did stop briefly in Little Falls the next morning – saw the rapids which gives the town its name.  While Mel was shaving, Jean walked up town but it started to rain again, so we decided to leabe Little Falls for the return trip.

In Herkimer we stopped briefly to visit “Gems Along the Mohawk”, a large up-scale gift shop.  Our day's run ended in Utica.  We walked a long two miles to the Munson-Williams-Proctor Art Institute, the highlight of which, for me, was four large Winslow Homer paintings – the Ages of Man,  There was also a nice clock exhibit, exhibit of student works, and Fountain Elms, the home of the benefactors, decorated with Edwardian furniture, flocked wallpaper and all the embellishments of a wealthy 1850's home.  One the way back to the boat, we detoured to see the Railroad Station which is a National Historic Landmark.  We didn't stay in Utica overnight but went on to Lock 20 in a more rural setting.  We were able to plug into electric in a park there.

Another gray day followed.  We went on to Rome and despite the light rain, pedaled to Fort Stanwix.  This fort was built to guard the “Great Carrying Place”, a short overland connection between the Mohawk River and Wood's Creek, first used by the Indians and later by the French and English.  The Fort was important in the defeat of the British during the Revolutionary War.  It has a new visitor center with state-of-the-art exhibits.  Rome rebuilt the Fort as part of a bicentennial urban renewal project.  The buildings that had been built over the original fort were removed and a recreated replica arose in the middle of downtown Rome.  It was turned over to the National Park Service.  We stopped at a McD's for luch and bikes several miles to the Erie Canal Village.  A number of buildings have been moved here to recreate a 19th century canal village, complete with packet boat ride (drawn by horses) on a section of the second Erie Canal. (For those of you not up on Erie Canal history, there were several stages of the canal. The first was “Clinton's ditch” - an engineering marvel at the time (1825) but only 4 feet deep and 40 feet wide and carried boats up to 30 tons.  Later the canal was deepened and widened – in 1862 it had a depth of 7 feet and could handle boats carrying 240 tons.  In 1903, the State of New York constructed the “Barge Canal” which largely abandoned the route of the older canals and used existing waterways which were controlled and canalized. This is the canal we are travelling on today.  It is 340 miles long and has about 40 locks.)  We didn't do the boat ride but enjoyed wandering about the village and visiting the Cheese Museum.  We stopped by a supermarket on the way back to the boat.

The next stop was Sylvan Beach which, on a rainy Thursday morning looked like a deserted Coney Island in the winter.  In the afternoon when the sun appeared, the amusement park opened, boats began appearing and the restaurants were doing a good business by evening.  Apparently, this is a popular spot on weekends and during the summer months (it's not summer yet- school isn't out for another week!)  Here the boats wait for a good day to cross Oneida Lake, a long, relatively shallow east-west body of water which can really kick up if a strong west wind blows.  We had a good crossing the next day with just a small chop.  The weather has been overcast in the mornings with showers in the late afternoons, evenings and mornings for a week now and chilly.  We are ready for some sunny warm weather.

We made a side trip to Liverpool on Lake Onondaga to see the Salt Museum.  Salt was a big export from this area until the late 1800's.  We missed a living history museum about the French and the Iroquois in the 17th century, so we might have to make the side trip again on the way back- we'll see.

We spent the night at Baldwinsville which was gearing up for a barbeque festival and concert for the next day.  Like Sylvan Beach, Baldwinsville is a favorite weekend venue for local boaters and the walls fill up quickly with boats.  On our way the next day, we saw the remains ofone of the old aquaducts that was used to carry the earlier versions of the canal over the Seneca River.  We stopped briefly at Clyde and Lyons – museums were closed in both towns but we did buy some fresh shelled baby peas in Clyde – Mm good! 

We are now in Newark which has to take the prize as a boater-friendly town.  Lots of tied up space, including floating docks with electric and water, bathrooms and shower, laundry, WiFi – all free.  Ice Cream is one block east and a movie theater showing, among others, the Indiana Jones film two blocks west.  There is a supermarket and Clock museum which we'll find this morning.

So everything is going well.  The canal has been a delight – many scenic rural parts.  We have slowed or speed to 7 mph or less and finding that we can about double our mileage which should help the pocketbook.  After another night of rain, the sun is shinning!

Part 3 -- Newark to Tonawanda

After Newark, NY, our next stop was Palmyra which has a small basin with dock and electric.  Palmyra was where Joseph Smith had his vision of the angel Moroni and found the golden plates upon which the Book of Mormon is based.  There are several Mormon sites in Palmyra.  We rode bikes to the farm where Joseph Smith and his family lived.  In town we visited the Book of Mormon Publication Site but did not get the Hill Cumorah (where the plates were actually found) which is the venue for a huge pageant in July.  The next day we visited the Palmyra Historical Museum, the Print Shop, the William Phelps General Store and the Alling Coverlet Museum – lots to see in Palmyra!

We spent the afternoon and evening of June 25th (our 48th wedding anniversary) in Pittsford, an up-and-coming bedroom community for Rochester.  We enjoyed walking around the town and dinner at Aladdin's.  In the morning Jean walked up the hill to the new library which has a Brueggers Bagel shop and got hot bagels and cream cheese for breakfast.  The library also had a book exchange where we picked up a couple of new titles and dropped off some already-reads.  Then it was off to Holley with a lunch stop in Spencerport.  From here west, almost every town has tie-ups for boats, often with electric and water connections and sometimes bathrooms, showers, pumpouts, WiFi, and more, usually free or a very small fee.  Holley also has a nice, man made waterfall in a park and Sam's Diner where the food is good and the most expensive dinner (prime rib) on the menu is $8.50.  Holley also had a carnival going on- the sort of thing Mother never wanted us to go to because she didn't trust the safety of the rides.  We sat through several acts of a “talent” show where, alas, the talent wasn't evident.

The next stop was Medina, known for its sandstone which was widely used in buildings.  On the way to Medina, we passed Culvert Road which runs under the canal (the only one to do so.)  We also visited the Railroad Museum which as a very large HO gauge model railroad layout.  Rob and Sue on BARBAROSSA, a concrete sailboat from England, caught up with us in Medina.

At Lockport, we went through the two locks of 25ft rise each.  These locks replaced the famous double flight of  five locks which carried boats up the Niagara escarpment in earlier versions of the canal.  Lockport has lots to see and do: a walk and boat ride in the hydraulic raceway (now known as the Lockport Cave) which carried water to turn the waterwheels at three factories, The Discovery Center with it's virtual boat ride through a lock and hands-on exhibits, the Niagara Historical Society's Museum complex in four old buildings and the Kenan Center (an arts and recreation center).  We saw two on the way west and two on the return trip.  

We left Lockport to reach Tonawanda, the western end of the Erie Canal (despite the song, the canal doesn't go all the way to Buffalo – you have to go down the Niagara River to get there).  In Tonawanda, we visited the Herschell Carousel Museum, including a ride on an old carousel.  In Tonawanda we bought some pricey diesel ($5.25/gal) and turned around and headed back east.  We intended to stay the night at a small canal park but ran aground coming into the wall.  Not a problem as we could back off but we decided to go back to Lockport for the night. 

So this is the end of our westward journey, but we purposely skipped towns on the way so we would have new places to visit on the return trip.  The weather has been unusual for this area.  It has stayed cool much of the time (sometimes almost cold).  There has been a fair amount of rain, mostly in the form of short showers and often in the late afternoon, night or early morning.  Most days we see the sun at some point in the day and the clear days are glorious – that dry, crisp sort of day that we rarely get in Asheville.  We have to agree with the brochure that calls this the “Best 100 miles on the Erie Canal.

