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     Disclaimer – This report, put together quickly, is intended only to give those

     involved in Lake quality study, basic information they may find helpful. Every-

     thing is based upon my own knowledge without benefit of research. This is a 

     sketch of history only and while generally accurate, further effort is required 

     which undoubtedly has already been accomplished and is on file somewhere.

It occurred to me that those who are involved in lake water quality both volunteers and consultants hired by local governments and agencies, may be unaware as to why the south end of Cayuga Lake appears as it does. What did nature and man bring about in the past that effects this portion of the lake today? Will knowledge of this past be beneficial for us today?

Circa 1830

Cayuga Lake was a natural basin in a truly wild section of New York State. Besides the many and sometimes large side streams, the Lake was mainly fed by the outflow from the larger Seneca Lake. A significantly larger watershed feeds Seneca Lake, therefore adding a great deal of water into Cayuga Lake. We presume that at some time, or during some period each year, no water flowed out of Cayuga Lake. The outflow from Cayuga (and therefore Seneca) Lakes, known today as the Seneca River, was often overburdened by water from the north thereby backing the Seneca River southward into Cayuga Lake.  This situation may have occurred several or many times each year prior to 1900. This phenomenon was rendered much less likely after significant alterations to the lakes and rivers during construction of the Barge Canal (circa 1913). We know that even after the reconstruction of the canals to the N.Y.Y. Barge Canal System, the Seneca River has back flowed upstream over the dam into Cayuga Lake at least once since 1915.

Many more times each year however, the inflow to Cayuga Lake is simply greater than the outflow. While water continues to flow northward out of Cayuga Lake the lake level begins to rise due to more water coming in than flowing out. This is accomplished deliberately each year around the 1st of April when the dam gates are closed and all efforts are made to bring the Lakes up to their summer level. During these periods, the colder water from Seneca Lake flows southward under the water in Cayuga Lake. It is possible this situation occurs often each year, or even perhaps every day. During the 1950’s (and to my recollection at other times), investigations by at least one individual 
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prescribed to the notion that there is/was a subterranean connection between Cayuga and Seneca Lakes. Perhaps biological or mineral evidence was presented to indicate some commonality. At one period during my few years as an engineer with the N.Y.S. Canals and Waterways, I performed brief, unscientific studies during the late 1960’s. I was able to document to my satisfaction colder water running southerly beneath the warmer top 

water that at the same instant ran northerly. This experiment took place at a location beneath the R.R. Bridge at Union Springs. I don’t believe it is far fetched to render an opinion that the evidence found for a subterranean connection between the lakes came from debris brought south by the aforementioned currents (hereinafter designated the “Roger Yonkin” theory in the hope there may at some time be monetary rewards involved).

At the south end of Cayuga Lake, a large marsh had built up between the inhabited section of the City of Ithaca and a point north where the delta from the influx of several creeks drops off to a deeper depth (today referred to as the location where the “shelf” drops off to deeper water) that does not allow the growth of weeds affixed to the bottom and showing above the waters surface. The Four main creeks; the Inlet (now known as), Six Mile, Fall Creek and Cascadilla Creek, plus several minor but often substantial flowing streams fell down into the marsh through gorges cut in the easterly slopes of the lake. All the streams moved through the marsh in winding ever-changing paths dropping their sediment loads mainly near the city and then to a gradually lesser extent out into the lake.

Circa 1860’s

The building of the Erie Canal changed the situation at the south end of Cayuga Lake very little. The average water level of the lake stabililized somewhat and was slightly deeper on average throughout the year. The Inlet and side creeks were kept clear to a depth of approximately four feet to allow passage of barges, sailing and steam vessels. Early drawings show rather large sailing vessels as well as steam powered boats tied up in “Wide Waters” and various docks far up the creeks near the inhabited parts of the city. Canal byways and slips were dug as offshoots of the creeks extending well into the city. For instance, a section of a side canal can be seen near the Farmer’s Market. This branch ran east and west just north of the R.R. tracks staying south of the southerly fence surrounding the N.Y.S. D.O.T. property being perhaps 10 – 15 feet in width.

Circa 1890

The Railroads had come to Ithaca. The section coming into the south end of the city today and proceeding up the east side of the lake is in nearly the same location as during this period. Everything north of the railroad was marsh. The area of the marsh between 
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the railroad and a line drawn from the area we refer to today as the “Hogs Hole” running easterly and slightly northerly across the lake, consisted of “hummocks” and other locations that were reasonably dry during parts of the year. From the “Hogs Hole” north to the point where the lake’s bottom dropped off precipitously (the end of the “shelf”) consisted of cattail, flag and other plant life extending above the waters surface.

      “Silent City” and “Tess”

     Throughout this entire marsh area described above, dwelled an unofficial city of     

      persons who derived their income from fishing, hunting, trapping, the sale of alcohol 

      legal and otherwise and (claimed by the city fathers) plied a trade of theft against 

      the honest citizens of Ithaca and the University. The novel, “Tess of the Storm 

      Country” and the follow-up film, described the life lead by the people of the marsh an 

      area that became known as “Silent City”. The city administrators and drunken 

      “louts” from Cornell’s “fraternity row”, made use of the “pleasures” of Silent City 

      while at the same time planning the demise and hopefully a forced dislodgement of  

      this population.

Circa 1915

The Barge Canal had been completed, replacing the original Erie Canal with a modern waterway system still in use with little change to this day. Nearly the entire length of the Canal lay through what was still a wild and unpopulated section of New York State. Most Canal Locks produced their own power owing to locations far from the end of electrical power lines. The south end of Cayuga Lake now changed radically. The Barge Canal was constructed to a depth of twelve feet, to accommodate passage of much larger barges and boats. A Canal “Terminal” was built well up the Inlet, it’s portland cement concrete walls still visible along the bank at the Cornell Boathouse and until the construction of the “Boat House Restaurant”, the opposite walls laid there. Desiring canal traffic to come well up the Inlet required that stream to be widened and deepened, the “spoil” dredged from the bottom and sides of the Inlet and the bottom of the Lake to providing a deep channel to deep water, was placed upon the south half of the marsh raising it’s level providing for “Renwick” (Stewart) Park, the Golf Course and after some very early historic airplane flights from the Lake’s surface an airport; its hanger is today’s theater.

Most of all however, most of all, was the fulfillment of the city father’s dream of ridding themselves of “Silent City” and its populace. The dam at the north end of Cayuga Lake, built as part of the new Canal, caused the Lake level to rise nearly twelve feet. Gone was the marsh and the cattails, gone the thousands of waterfowl, canvasback duck which had once completely covered the waters surface. Best of all however for the plans of the city; 
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gone was Silent City flooded out along with its residents.  Many of these former occupiers of the marsh relocated to homes built along today’s Floral Ave., today’s N.Y.S. 

Route 13A. This area in the early 20th century was a wild place little connected physically or socially with the city proper. Later, community centers; North Side House, West Side and South Side Houses, (produced across the U.S. with government grants I believe) provided ball fields, other recreation and a community meeting place for those sections of the city populated to a large extent by ethnic societies and in the “west end” the “marsh” people. Consternation within the city; they were rid of Silent City but not all it’s residents.

Circa 1965

When I was well into the design of the “Flood Control Channel” it became obvious that many of the homes along the east side of Floral Ave. (the west side of the completed channel), those still inhabited by the families of the Marsh People, would have to be removed if the project was built to normal standards. My unheralded effort to “sneak in” a design that would have saved the homes was quickly squelched by the City of Ithaca. More than a hundred years since the early thriving of Silent City, the city was still cognizant of the former Silent City residents who had “slipped through the city’s fingers”. The Flood Control Channel was completed; some would say this led to more sediment being sent out into the lake. Others contend that instead, more sediment is dropped along the bottom of the inlet leaving less to get into the lake. In any case, any sediment dropped in the Inlet prior to the edge of the “shelf”, must be pumped out of the Inlet’s bottom to allow today’s boat owners, those fortunate to be riding the wealthier segment of society, to reach the lake. Each time sediment requires removal, it becomes a greater problem; do we ever intend to test it for impurities; and where to dispose? 

The ancestors of the inhabitants of Silent City? They dispersed, awaiting an author to tell their story; perhaps not quite yet a final victory for the city.

(See map on following page)
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