
PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE

Dear Members,

PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE

Dear Members and Friends, 

It seems like Fall tip-toed in when no one was looking.  We go to bed one night and the trees were 
still green and woke up in the morning to gold and yellow leaves.   Where does the time go?

But along with the color we have some wonderful meetings scheduled this fall.  Sept 25th “Last 
Call” a new book on the history of the service industry in Medina.  Oct 30th Greg Kinal will discuss 
“Lincoln’s Assassination” and on Nov 27th Greg will discuss your immigrant ancestors and why they
came and how they adapted. 

Have you renewed you membership for 2023 or need to renew for 2024? Membership is slightly 
down this year so it would be great to end the year in the black and your membership fee will help us
with our ongoing expenses.  Of course donations are always accepted and appreciated. 

Hope to see you soon at a meeting or one of the many Medina events. 

Respectfully,

Reinhard Rogowski

President, Medina Historical Society
     rrogowski@rochester.rr.com – 585-317-7457 
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Miscellaneous from the Museum
Street grate made by Swett Iron Works in Medina, 

a piece of trolley track and a chimney cap.



LIFE ON THE ERIE CANAL
1884-1905

As told to Clifford Wise in 1977 by Mrs. Ross (Hazel) Arnett

     The canal on which my father had his boats was seventy feet wide and seven feet deep.  When the 
canal was first built it was only forty-five feet wide and four feet deep. Today it is on hundred and 
twenty-five feet wide and twelve feet deep.

     There were three kinds of boats traveling on the canal.  They were known as bullheads, lakers and 
scows.  On the bullheads and lakers, the cabins were flush with the deck but cabins on the scows rose 
several feet above the deck.   On this deck there was an awning supported by poles and between two 
poles was swung a hammock.  This was my playroom on pleasant days.  My mother, ever concerned 
for my safety, tied me with a rope to a ring which was in the center of the deck.  When we came to a 
bridge which was neither swing nor lift, the drivers would call out “Low Bridge”.  The steersmen and 
everyone else would duck.  Mother would run up the steps, untie me and carry me to safety.

     One day mother forgot that I was on the deck.  The men called “Low Bridge” and when, several 
minutes later mother remembered me, she had just time to grab a butcher knife, run up the steps, cut the
rope and snatch me to safety as the scow swung under the low bridge.

     Father’s pair of scows would be loaded with wheat at Buffalo and would proceed down the canal to 
Troy drawn by a span of mules.  In the stern of the boat there was a stable in which were kept two extra
teams of mules.  The boats traveled twenty-four hours a day.  Shift of teamsters and mules was made 
every six hours.

     The trip to Troy from Buffalo was about
three hundred and forty miles.  We covered
about three miles an hour.  The entire trip took
from a week to ten days.  Steersmen were at the
wheel constantly.  The wheel controlled the tiller
at the back of the scow which directed its
course.   

     The mules traveled on the north side of the
bank.  This was known as the towpath.  There
was another narrower path on the opposite bank.
It was called the heel path.

     Father’s two scows were about one third the
size of a present day barge.  They were fastened together, one behind the other.  It was a temptation to 
jump from the first on which we lived to the second.  Strict discipline and tragic stories of what had 
happened to little ones who had tried to jump kept my brother and me from such a venture.  However, 
my brother did fall into the water one day.  It was during a rainstorm and the deck was quite slippery.  
In he went, yellow slicker, boots and all.  He was followed into the water by one of father’s loyal 
steersman who soon had him safe and mother soon had him dry again.

     The bridge which led up from the stable in the hold to the bank was narrow, steep and often slippery.
Mules were ordinarily surefooted but sometimes they didn’t negotiate the trip.  There was no way to 
save them once they were in the canal.  I remember that the sight of dead mules floating in the canal 
was not too rare a sight.

     Of course it was inevitable that two scows going in the opposite directions would meet.  In order for
these scows to pass, the boat on the side father away from the towpath would have to let down the rope 



or hawser slack enough for the near boar to pass over the rope.  It was always a tense time for 
sometimes the passing boat caught the tow rope and tore it loose.  This was serious and was bound to 
bring recriminations from the injured boatmen.  Without delay the rope was spliced and the boat was on
its way.   You can see that knowledge of the method of splicing ropes was important.  This was the 
reason why in the early years of our lives, my brother and I learned to splice ropes.   We spent many 
happy, busy hours at this activity.

     Days passed pleasantly and without much excitement for a preschool child.  One of the pleasant 
breaks in routine came when the scows arrived at one of the regular canal stores.  Here, mother would 
stock up on supplies that she needed to serve
twelve to fourteen people three meals a day.
Meals were served at two sittings.  Steersmen
and drivers were at the first table.  The family
was served at the second table.  First table was
served at six, noon and six.  Mother had quite a
reputation as a cook.  She enjoyed baking for
the men and often served the drivers special
pies.  The men loved her pies.  Father would
joke with them, telling them that too much pie
would make them have sore feet.  The drivers
walked miles every day behind the mules.
Their feet were always tender and sore so
father’s teasing didn’t bother them.       

     When we arrived at Albany, we joined other scows to continue the trip down the Hudson.  Scows 
lined up nine boats wide and ten boats long.  In this formation two side-wheelers would tow the boats 
down the Hudson to New York City.   This part of the trip stands out as a highlight.  It was 
breathtakingly beautiful.  The lovely forest covered palisades seemed to be closing in on either side.  
There were joyful times when we approached villages or cities and little “bung boats” brought out to 
the scows candy, ice cream, bread and other staples and luxuries.  These were little boat stores and they
were fascinating to little boys and girls.

     On about the third morning we arrived at the harbor of the city.  Tugboats joined us there and towed 
the scows to slips or piers where great liners waited to take our cargo or grain and reload the scows for 
the return trip.  We were in the harbor about a week before beginning the return trip.  Most of that time 
was spent on shore and we children had happy times.  The water in the harbor always churned angrily 
because of the great activity of the boats.  This made mother quite seasick and she was always glad to 
take us ashore.  We shopped, saw shows and went to Coney Island.  Many pleasant hours were spent 
visiting the parks and the great liners.

     When father had finished his business transactions and the scows were loaded for the return trip, we 
were towed back up the Hudson.  There the trip began in reverse.  We were on the scows from about 
April first to December first.  During the winter the boats were tied in dry dock.  Father’s boats were 
named the Jesse Oderkirk and the Joseph Brant.  

NOTE:  Jesse Oderkirk was the name of Mrs. Arnett’s brother who had passed away.   Her parents were 
Fred and Georgiana Oderkirk.    Mrs. Arnett was born in 1893 so was 84 years old when she sat down with 
Clifford Wise in 1977 to recount this history. 



A BIT OF HISTORY
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Keith Armstrong (deceased) compiled this interesting information some years ago.
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NOTE: 
Mrs. MacMaster was Craig Lacy's Great grandmother.  
She had just immigrated from Ireland and was pregnant

with his grandmother, Saida. 



MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION  

NAME(S): __________________________________________________ 

ADDRESS: _________________________________________________ 

PHONE: __________________________ 

E-MAIL: _________________________ 

MEMBERSHIP DUES: ________ 

ADDITIONAL DONATION: ________ 

TOTAL AMOUNT: ________ 

MAKE CHECK OR MONEY ORDER PAYABLE TO:  MEDINA HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
SEND COMPLETED APPLICATION AND CHECK OR MONEY ORDER TO: 

MEDINA HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
ATTN: MEMBERSHIP CHAIR 

406 WEST AVENUE 
MEDINA, NY 14103 

UPCOMING EVENTS
Held at the Lee-Whedon Library (620 West Ave.) 

All programs begin at 7:00 pm

September 25
 "Last Call"  Hotels, 
Restaurants and Bars: a
history of the service 
industry in Medina, NY
by Renee Lama

October 30  “Lincoln’s 
Assassination” by 
Greg Kinal

November 27   “Your Immigrant 
Ancestors” and why 
they came and how they
adapted by Greg Kinal

Historical Society website
www.HistoricMedina.org

FAMILY ($20.00/YR) 
INDIVIDUAL ($15.00/YR) 

Thanks to Craig Lacy for the articles in this issue!

MEDINA HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Officers 2023 
President: Reinhard Rogowski 

Vice President/Treasurer: Craig Lacy 
Secretary: Shane Sia

Membership: Gail Miller 
Newsletter: Georgia Thomas

Other Board Members
Catherine Cooper

Barb Filipiak
Cindy Robinson

Kay VanNostrand


