Canandaigua’s North Shore Heritage: The Steamboat Era

Canandaigua:Resort Capital of the Finger Lakes

The Steamer Ontario II is pictured (above) docked at the City Pier circa 1880. The first steamboat on Canandaigua Lake was launched in 1827,
but it was the construction of the City Pier in 1848 that marked the beginning of regular passenger service to points up and down the lake.

The Lake Breeze House is pictured circa 1900. Originally known as the Oliver Phelps Hotel (circa 1850), today it is
familiarlyknown as Murphy’s Law Irish Pub. It is the only remaining waterfront structure from the steamboat era.

J

ust 20 years after Robert Fulton’s 1807 commercial
navigation venture up the Hudson River, Canandaigua Lake’s
steamboat era was launched with the Lady of the Lake and
continued until 1935 when the Idler brought to a close the 108year span that helped to make Canandaigua a major commercial
and business hub.
In addition to the Lady of the Lake, which was launched on
September 15, 1827, the steamboats on Canandaigua Lake included the Ontario (1845); the Joseph Wood (1855); the Henry B.
Gibson (1860); the Canandaigua (1865); the Ontario II (1867); the
Onnalinda, considered the “Queen of the Steamboat Era” (1888);
the Genundewah (1889); the Ogarita (1889); the Seneca Chief
(1890); the Oriana (1896); the Eastern Star (1912); the Onanda
(1914) and the Idler, a gas-powered launch that operated at irregular hours (1935). The Idler was the last boat to provide service on
the lake until the Sandra Lee—the Roseland Park tour boat. The Onnalinda was the largest of
the steamers and could carry 600 passengers with another 400 on a vessel in tow.
Launched on May 18, 1888, it was 142 feet
on the keel with a 40-foot beam, powered
by a 40-pound boiler and required a crew
of five. The Onnalinda was dismantled in
The land along Lake Street was owned by William Garrett on 1913 and scuttled at a location oppowhich he had a farm and ran a mill located along the feedercanal.
site
the
present-day
Canandaigua
Yacht
The mill was known as the “spoke factory” for its output of wagon
Club. To accommodate the steamers, the
wheel spokes.
City Pier was originally built in 1848 at
a length of about half of what it is today. It was widened in 1887 to accommodate the railroad
tracks and again in 1904 for the trolley tracks.
Boathouses and businesses soon lined the City Pier and the north shore, among them the
OliverPhelps Hotel/Lake Breeze House that was built in 1850 and today is the only remaining structure from the steamboat era more familiarly known as Murphy’s Law Irish Pub. In the
days before refrigeration, ice was an important commodity. The Brady Ice Company and later
the Canandaigua Ice Company were located on present-day Lakeshore Drive.
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The Onnalinda, which was launched in 1888, was considered Canandaigua Lake’s “Queen of the Steamboat Era” and
carried hundreds of passengers. Steamers were designed to navigate the shallow shorelines of Canandaigua Lake where a
simple plank dock would provide access to the steamboat for goods and passengers from the water’s edge.

The Onnalinda is pictured at its dock on the City Pier. Wooden boathouses lining the pier contained small boats, and sailing
and steam-powered yachts. Other structures provided storage for farm products that had been unloaded from the steamboats and at least one structure provided lunch and beverages.

Railroad tracks were extended from the main line to the pier in 1887. Travelers from cities near and far could board the
steamers at the pier for a scenic day trip or stay on Canandaigua Lake.
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