
 



 

**************************************************** 

This DBQ was created by Penny Mills and Jennifer Roden 

from A. A. Gates Elementary School in Port Byron. 

Thank you for sharing your wonderful activity! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 



Excerpt from The Erie Canal in the Finger Lakes Region pg 44 and 45 

“The Montezuma Mosquitoes” 

The northern end of Cayuga Lake is a vast marsh.  In the 1820s, it was called 

the Cayuga Marshes or Nine mile Swamp: today it is the Montezuma national 

Wildlife Refuge.  The Cayuga Indians warned the first surveyors who came to the 

marshes about the mosquitoes and the illness that they brought.  Local laborers 

were reluctant to work in the marshes.  However, the Irish laborers were willing 

to take on the challenge.  There were afraid of snakes but not mosquitoes. 

The Seneca River, which drained into the marshes, presented a serious 

problem to canal engineers.  In a dry spell, the river was three feet below the level 

of the swamp: during the spring rains, it was two feet above it.  The laborers 

began to dig in the swamp in May, but high water from the Seneca River 

prevented them from working on the eleven-mile section between Montezuma 

and working on the eleven-mile section between Montezuma and Clyde.  The 

teams sat around in their bunk houses for three weeks until the level of the river 

went down.  In June, digging began in earnest. 

At first, the job looked easy.  There were no rocks to contend with, the dirt 

was soft and the workers could excavate the canal rapidly.  The problem was that 

it wouldn’t stay dug.  When they returned the next morning, the banks had 

turned to mud and had slid back into the excavation.  The laborers made pilings of 

stakes in these soft spots along the canal’s path and used planks across the pilings 

to hold the moist dirt in place. 

The contractors counted on a layer of marl- a mixture of clay, the remnants 

of shells, and small stones- under the slush of the marsh to receive the stakes that 

they drove in to build the pilings.  However, about one in twenty of the stakes 

vanished into the quicksand into which it was being driven. 

The Irish workers were used to working in quicksand, but standing in water 

above their knees all day made their legs swell and become a prime target for 

leeches.  Laborers worked shirtless and suffered from sunburn.  Irish laborers 



gave names to the sections that gave them the most trouble: “Breakback Bog,” 

“Bottomless Pit,” “Digger’s Misery,” and “Mud-turtles Delight.” 

The mosquitoes came late in 1821.  Usually, they were out in large 

quantities by early June.  They didn’t come until mid-July, but when they came 

they arrived in great numbers.  The workers’ hands became so swollen that they 

could hardly hold their tools; their eyes swelled until they were almost shut.   The 

digging of the canal slowed down.  Men hung smudge-buckets around their necks.  

Smudge-buckets, called “Montezuma necklaces,” were small pails stuffed with 

damp leaves and twigs covering a slow fire.  The rising smoke probably kept away 

some of the mosquitoes; it also caused raw noses, red eyes, and much coughing.  

By mid-August, fever had broken out.  Many laborers developed the 

“shakes” and were unable to work.  Half of the men couldn’t get up for breakfast 

and begin work.  Many panicked and left their jobs if they could walk. 

On August 15, one contractor advertised for replacements: “Two hundred 

men wanted at once for the Cayuga Marshes.  No wet feet.  No disease. Top Pay.” 

A contractor’s agent posted notices at the Exchange Hotel in Auburn: “Wanted 

men … Pleasant work… Tavern-style keep…. High wages.” He told the men: 

“Seven shillings a day boys…. A dollar after two months… Tavern prog… Medical 

Care free…Whiskey every night if you get the shakes. “ He found no takers. 

Doctors thought that malaria was breathed in.  After all, the word meant 

“bad air” They treated their fever patients the same way they treated patients for 

other illnesses; they bled them.  After bleeding their patients, doctors gave them 

feverwort, green pigweed, snake-root, and Seneca Oil (kerosene). They also 

experimented with “Jesuits’ bark” from Peru, with which they had good results 

since it was an early form of quinine. 

Eventually, as the summer progressed and the cool weather of autumn 

arrived, the mosquitoes ceased to be a problem and the men returned to work.  

What appeared to be a major threat to the completion of DeWitt Clinton’s plans 

for a canal across the state was overcome and work continued. 

 



 



 


