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Wayne County is rich in the history of New York States Erie Canal System.  Still present are the remains of the 
earliest 1817 canal to the new Erie Canal.  In the thirty or so miles reside historic locks, aqueducts, a change 
bridge and canal prisms. 
 
In the late 1980’s citizens, led by Mark DeCracker, founder of Erie’s Restoration Interests Everyone (E.R.I.E.), 
began in earnest efforts to identify and protect important historic canal infrastructure.  As sites were identified, 
volunteers worked together to clear them of brush and return them to the people.  E.R.I.E’s philosophy also 
included making the canal assessable.  In this spirit volunteers also cleared miles of towpath for recreational 
use. 
 
There was a period of tremendous activity.  Volunteers were excited by the vision of having one of the best 
interpretive regions about our canal in New York.  This movement lasted until around 1998, when discourage-
ment was caused by project funding difficulties. 
 
The greatest discouragement was rooted in the lack of success to secure adequate funding for the E-56 project.  
E.R.I.E. focused on this site as a perfect combination of historic and contemporary canal features. The locks 
and “grocery” at E-56 interpreted much of the structures found elsewhere on our canal.  There was and still is 
a very strong possibility that the locks themselves could be re-watered and placed back into operation. If ac-
complished, this would have been the only set of locks from the Enlarged Erie Canal era to be fully operation-
ally restored.  What an asset for our communities and educational resources. The vision is still very much alive 
in the minds of E.R.I.E. and many others who value the heritage of our county and state. 
 
This potpourri of documents, images and drawings is an effort to show our past efforts and hopefully trigger a 
resurgence of interest.  It is by no means complete or particularly scholarly in its content. Instead what is here 
is more of a desperate plea to re-open the effort and begin to return to the people of Wayne County, New 
York State and the nation an important Erie Canal Historic Site. 
 
We believe that a major effort to preserve our nation is to preserve its heritage.  Time is relentless in its ability 
to erode all that our forefather’s gave to us. In restoring these structures we tell a wonderful story of men, 
women and even children working long and hard to bring to us what we all enjoy today.  Frankly, it is difficult 
to really describe the joy that is felt when you complete a project, especially one that truly will make a differ-
ence. 
 
If this project has peaked your interest let us know.  We will be honored to supply more specific information 
concerning E-56 and other projects.  
 
Time is truly running out.  Valuable structures, here in Wayne County and elsewhere are rapidly disappearing.  
Either through neglect or urban renewal programs. If we act now much can be stabilized and later restored. 
The benefit will be the preservation of our heritage and certainly creating appealing communities where people 
will move to and raise families.  
 
We appreciate your interests and hope to here from you soon. 
 
 
John R. Groves 
 

Member, E.R.I.E. 
May 4th, 2005 
Chili, New York 
 

A Word About this Document 



 This monograph was created to provide an overview of the potential advantages of restoration 
and interpretation of a historic Enlarged (1835-1905) Erie Canal site.  In the recent past there has been 
a resurgence of interest in our canal.  With the creation of the National Heritage Corridor initia-
tive  the Wayne County E-56 project should be seriously considered. 
 

 Nearly every aspect of 19th century canal infrastructure can be found within a short distance of 
this lock.  E-56 is the only enlarged and doubled lock on the historic system where a lock chamber can 
be re-watered.  From an educational point of view, restoration of this site will provide schools and 
visitors a unique opportunity to see how the locks actually worked.  
 
 The communities of Macedon, Palmyra and Lyons have much to offer the National Heri-
tage Corridor .  E-56 will certainly be a center piece and a great place to visit.  



Not so long ago... 

A report to the Legislature of the State of New York, submitted February 25, 
1958 



This report is the result of a survey along the Erie Canal, then the New York State Barge Canal to 
discover and identify potential historic sites.  What is included here is the Resolution No. 207—
Historic Sites.  This resolution clearly spells out the importance of preserving sites.  Nothing has 
changed... 



Images from this Report 

NOTE: The above is Lock #52 as seen from the New York State 
Thruway.  This is before volunteers cleared the brush for better 
visibility. Also note the Proverb!     J. Groves 



Enlarged Erie Canal Lock #56 

1835-1918 

The Enlarged Erie Canal was the result of the tremendous success of the original Clinton’s Ditch (1825-
1835). The original canal was paid for in just 10 years after opening.  With the flush of money and increased 
demands a larger canal was proposed and built.  The Enlarged was wider, deeper and had fewer locks and 
was somewhat shorter by removing unnecessary loops. 
 
E-56 was built around 1840 as a single chamber lock.  In the 1870’s and 80’s the lock was lengthened and 
doubled.  The grocery adjacent to the lock is a bit of a mystery as to when it was built and its location, liter-
ally into the berm of the canal. 

A Vision for the Future: Poor House Lock 

In 1994 Bristol Development & Planning held an exploratory workshop concerning the preserva-
tion and restoration of the Poor House Lock*.  Ambitious plans were discussed and guide lines 
established.  Unfortunately, the lack of adequate funding put the plan on indefinite hold. 
 
Following is a report of that session and some of the plans discussed.  The vision foresaw a multi-
use facility as a focus on the Wayne County Canal corridor.  With a Visitor’s Center and the only 
operating Enlarged Erie Canal era lock, the feeling was that this area would certainly take a leader-
ship role in canal interpretation.  
 
The article, written then is as true today.  The opportunities for community development and canal 
history are legitimate and strong. 
 
*Poor House Lock is another familiar term used to describe Enlarged Erie Canal Lock #56. It referred to the 
nearby Poor House, since destroyed at the Wayne County Jail Complex.  



Enlarged Erie Canal Lock E-56 
Located west of  the Village of  Lyons, New York 

E-56 Lock at the west 
end of the approach to 
Lock 28A, Lock & Dry-
dock Facility 

This aerial view (Date unknown, although believed to be the late 40’s, early 50’s) shows the overall site of the his-
toric Lock E-56.  On the right is the existing Erie Canal  along which will be the Erie Canal Heritage Trail.  This 
trail system will follow both the present and historic Erie Canal between Tonawandas and Albany, New York. 
 
On the south side of the site is New York Route 31.  This highway in New York travels closely to the canal state-
wide.  Visitors to this lock and other sites of interest would naturally travel this highway.  Access to the site is also 
convenient from the New York State Thruway.  Signage directing visitors could also be installed. 
 
Noteworthy is the rural aspects of the site.  Even today little has changed, with the exception of a few mobile 
homes nearby.  Historic maps of the immediate site indicate other structures near the grocery that could be useful 
as facility resources.  The “Poor House” grocery had been designated as the “Visitors Center”.   Here interpretive 
exhibits and other associated items (retail) can be offered to visitors.  
 
My personal vision sees this site and Visitor’s Center as a valuable “first stop” for anyone interested in exploring 
area Erie Canal sites and history. 



During the active periods of the early 1990’s Erie’s Restoration Interests Everyone, Inc. had a 
monthly newsletter.  It was published using the Commodore Amiga 2000 series desktop com-
puter. 
 
The newsletter was virtually the only publication at the time primarily concerned with preserva-
tion projects on the Erie Canal.  It was very popular with our membership. 
 
The following reproduction of the Erie Express was published in early 1995 and had the impor-
tant news of the future plans for Lock E-56.  Not all Erie members were able to attend the plan-
ning meeting and this issue helped them understand how the project was to be implemented. 
 
 In the opening text box is a very insightful statement by Dr. David Ennis, who as early as 1956, 
already saw the future of this project.  Dr Ennis was very interested in this project and did his 
best to promote it in the 1950’s. 
 
Following is a short article by this author and inserts taken from the Bristol Design & Planning.  
The site as planned then covers several acres and includes facilities on either side of Route 31.  
The concept was to make this a regional center for early and present Erie Canal lock technology.  
This concept is enhanced by the close proximity of present Lock 28A. 
 
Lock 28A has many of the contemporary services and structures now used on the canal.  This in-
cludes a dry dock, machine shops, a small boat basin and section offices.    
 
There is very little, if any, changes in our vision as depicted in the following Erie Express.  At 
best only minor changes are required to meet state/federal standards and whatever new devel-
opments have occurred since this 1994 meeting. 













Supporting Document Section 

Following are documents simply copied and attached to this report.  They were quickly pulled from files per-
sonal and from others who were involved in the project nearly ten years ago.   
 
Of special interest are the Bristol Development & Planning projections of site development and associated 
costs. These, even today, are quite valid.  The site’s overwhelming importance justifies this expense as it is truly 
unique. 
 
When completed it will be a “point of destination” for New Yorker’s and all American interested in our Erie 
Canal heritage.  From a much more “down to earth” point of view it will enhance the region for economic 
growth.  Industry and families will come here because of the spirit of pride in our canal’s heritage.    
 
With the operating locks, school districts from all parts of the state will sponsor field trips to see a truly “living 
history” exhibit. Lyons will quickly become a house hold word, when referring to the Erie Canal. 
 
Our canal is at a point of transition. Either we begin to take seriously its preservation or we simply lose it all.  I 
recall a statement made during the turbulent debate on whether or not the canal should even be built in 1812. 
The Council of Revision (5 members) of the New York State Legislature was deadlocked.  Two for the canal, 
two against the canal, one undecided.   At the time there was fear and anxiety that war with England was on 
the horizon and we should spend our money on war preparation. The issue was resolved when the person un-
decided declared, “… if there be war or a canal, I’m in favor of the canal”.  This incredible faith started one of 
the greatest public works projects in history.  It built the “Empire State” and started the huge migration to the 
interior of our nation.  Without this essential “internal improvement” it is doubtful our manifest destiny would 
have happened. 
 
We now have another opportunity, within our canal system, to again take a leap of faith and return to our peo-
ple this wonderful history, heritage and restoration of the remaining canal infrastructure. It’s disappearing  
quickly, through neglect and modern renewal projects.  The E-56 project is an important first step in the rever-
sal of this disturbing trend. 
 
John R. Groves 
May 6, 2005 



The Last Word  - Inspiration! 

A week or so ago I had the thrill of visiting the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal.   It was preserved through fund-
ing by the National Park Service.  Today it is both a recreational resource and historic interpretation of the 
nations’ canal era.  
 
Our canal can be similar to this project. It can also be different in that much of our canal history finds itself 
in our New York cities and villages.  The C&O appears much more rural.  In any case, focused efforts can 
and will make a difference. 
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A. Lock 44 at Williamsport. House adjacent to lock is the Locktenders.  B. Bollman Truss Bridge, detail, 
used as a crossing bridge near Lock 44.  C. Locktenders House cut into the towpath at Lock 44.  D. The 
1834 Conococheague Aqueduct at Williamsport.  E. ca. 1920’s the C&O in use at the Cushwas’ Basin.  F.  
Cushawas’ Basin today serves as a National Historic Park Visitor’s Center. 
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Credits: Images A-D and F John R. Groves (Olympus E20n Digital) ©2005  Image E, National Park Service 




