
Canandaigua’s North Shore Heritage: The Automobile Changes Everything

Highway roads prior to the 1920s had no identification by route numbers as 
they do today. Automobile clubs and local  chambers of commerce would give routes 
attention-getting trail names. The Hawk Trail would take auto-tourists to Can andaigua 

Lake along the old Genesee Turnpike—the great pioneer highway that dates back to the Iroquois—
that we know today as New York State Routes 5 & 20 between  Geneva, N.Y., and Canandaigua. 
In 1910, two years after the debut of Ford’s Model T, there was one car for every 19,000 people 
in the United States. By 1920, there was a car for every 11 people. By 1930, it was a car for about 
every  four of us.
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City Pier, circa the early 1900s—The automobile was about to change everything. 
Boathouses were relocated to the “finger piers” that remain today. 

Lake Street (present-day Lakeshore Drive), circa 1925—With the rise of the automobile, it soon became apparent that a place was needed where motorists could 
park and view the lake. The idea for the construction of a park that would buffer the roadway from lake flooding and provide a safe pullover for motorists was     
spirited by John Kershaw, a member of the Canandaigua Board of Health and Public Safety.

William Muar was one of the first to recognize the potential of a lakeside park accessible by car. The Finger Lakes region was within a day’s drive of half of the 
nation ’s population in the 1920s. In 1925, Roseland Park became anchor of the Canandaigua lakefront. Muar bought a nine-acre farm on the lake’s north shore 
from Marion Case for $34,000 and transformed the land into what was described as an amusement park for automobile age.

Cabin City Cottages (at left)—
Businesses began to emerge that 
catered to the automobile tourist 
offering gasoline, overnight ac-
commodations and eateries. Boyle’s 
Restaurant (below), pictured circa  
1925, was located at 26 Lake 
Street for more than 80 years. 
Later, Polimeni’s Restaurant  oc-
cupied this location from 1964 to 
2008.

The Canandaigua Swimming School was a gift of benefactress Mary Clark Thompson to the 
then-Village of Canandaigua with her desire that “every boy and girl in town shall learn 
to swim.” Construction started in 1904 with the relocation of the boathouses that occupied 
the site and the filling in of the lake to create the first lakefront park. Dedicated in 1906, the 
Swimming School remained in use until 1969.

In this article from November 23, 
1904, the engineer retained by 
Mrs. Thompson to build the Swim-
ming School gave public notice to 
the owners that they had 10 days 
to vacate their boathouses. The 
reporter  pre dicted that the lake-
front would be “far more attractive 
than ever before.”

A country road until the ’20s, Lake 
Street (which became known as Lake-
shore Drive) followed the Great 
Genesee  Road (circa 1794), which 
was the major east–west pioneer  route 
across the state. In this postcard, which 
the printer described as the “Turnpike 
at Canandaigua,” the lakefront and 
the City Pier are visible at left.

Newspaper articles, such as this from the New 
York Tribune in 1921, reached out to motorists 
touting the scenery of the Finger  Lakes. Maps 
and tour guides were published by automobile 
associations .
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