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History of the Finger Lakes

The Finger Lakes region of New York is a stunning area known for its
picturesque lakes, rolling hills, and rich history. This region,
characterized by its unique glacially formed lakes, has been a hub of
activity for thousands of years. From the indigenous peoples who first
inhabited the area to the European settlers and the subsequent development of
agriculture and tourism, the history of the Finger Lakes is a tapestry woven
with cultural, economic, and environmental threads.

Geological Formation

The Finger Lakes were formed during the last Ice Age, approximately 12,000 to
15,000 years ago. The movement of glaciers carved out deep valleys and left
behind a series of long, narrow lakes that resemble fingers stretching from
the central part of New York State.

- Glacial Activity: As glaciers advanced and retreated, they gouged out the
landscape, creating the distinctive shapes of the lakes.

- Topography: The region is characterized by steep hills and valleys, which
contribute to the scenic beauty of the lakes and surrounding areas.

Today, there are 11 principal lakes in the Finger Lakes region, including:

Cayuga Lake
Seneca Lake
Canandaigua Lake
Keuka Lake
Seneca Lake
Skaneateles Lake
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7. Honeoye Lake
8. Conesus Lake
9. Cayuga Lake
10. Canandaigua Lake
11. Skaneateles Lake

These lakes are not only important for their beauty but also for their
ecological significance, providing habitats for diverse flora and fauna.

Indigenous Peoples

Before European settlement, the Finger Lakes were home to various Native
American tribes, including the Seneca, Cayuga, and Onondaga tribes, which
were part of the Iroquois Confederacy. The Iroquois were skilled
agriculturalists and hunters, utilizing the region’s rich resources for
sustenance and trade.

- Cultural Practices: The indigenous peoples practiced agriculture, growing
crops such as corn, beans, and squash—known as the "Three Sisters."

- Trade Networks: The Finger Lakes were integral to trade routes among
tribes, facilitating the exchange of goods, ideas, and culture.

The relationship of the indigenous peoples with the land played a significant
role in their spiritual and cultural practices. The lakes and surrounding
landscapes were imbued with meaning and were often featured in their myths
and stories.

European Exploration and Settlement

The arrival of European explorers in the 17th century marked the beginning of
significant changes for the Finger Lakes region. In the early 1600s, French
and Dutch explorers ventured into this area, followed by English settlers
later in the century.

- Early Exploration: Notable explorers such as Samuel de Champlain were among
the first Europeans to document the Finger Lakes.

- Colonization: In the 1700s, as European settlers began to establish
permanent settlements, the indigenous populations faced displacement and loss
of their lands.

By the late 18th century, the region was becoming increasingly populated by
settlers from New England and other parts of the United States. The fertile
soil and abundant water resources attracted farmers and entrepreneurs.



Impact of the American Revolution

The American Revolution (1775-1783) had significant implications for the
Finger Lakes region:

- Conflict: The area saw skirmishes and military actions, as the Iroquois
Confederacy was divided in its loyalties, with some tribes siding with the
British while others supported the Patriots.

- Post-War Settlement: After the war, there was a surge in settlement as
veterans were given land grants, leading to the establishment of new
communities.

19th Century Development

The 19th century was a transformative period for the Finger Lakes, marked by
industrialization, transportation advancements, and the rise of tourism.

Transportation and Industry

- Erie Canal: Completed in 1825, the Erie Canal linked the Finger Lakes to
the Hudson River, facilitating trade and transportation. This development
greatly enhanced the economy of the region and encouraged further settlement.
- Railroads: In the mid-1800s, railroads began to connect the Finger Lakes to
larger urban centers, making it easier to transport goods and people. This
connectivity contributed to the growth of local industries, such as textiles
and manufacturing.

Tourism Emergence

As the 19th century progressed, the Finger Lakes emerged as a popular tourist
destination. The region's natural beauty, combined with its recreational
opportunities, attracted visitors.

- Resorts and Hotels: The establishment of hotels and resorts along the
lakesides catered to tourists seeking relaxation and recreation. The region
became known for its scenic views, boating, and fishing.

- Culinary Tourism: The Finger Lakes are also recognized for their vineyards
and wineries, which began to flourish in the late 19th century, contributing
to the region’s allure.



20th Century to Present

The 20th century saw continued development and changes in the Finger Lakes
region, with a focus on preserving the natural environment and enhancing
tourism.

Environmental Awareness

- Conservation Efforts: The latter half of the 20th century witnessed
increased awareness of environmental issues, leading to conservation
initiatives to protect the lakes and surrounding ecosystems.

- State Parks: The establishment of state parks and protected areas helped
preserve the natural beauty of the Finger Lakes, ensuring that they would
remain a cherished destination for future generations.

Modern Tourism and Economy

Today, the Finger Lakes region is known for:

- Wine and Culinary Tours: The Finger Lakes Wine Country is famous for its
high-quality wines, particularly Rieslings. Wine tours and tastings have
become a major draw for tourists.

- Recreational Activities: Outdoor activities such as hiking, kayaking, and
fishing attract visitors year-round, with numerous trails and parks available
for exploration.

- Cultural Events: The region hosts various festivals, art shows, and
cultural events celebrating local heritage and artistry.

Conclusion

The history of the Finger Lakes is a rich narrative that reflects the
interplay between natural beauty and human activity. From its geological
origins to the cultural tapestry woven by indigenous peoples and European
settlers, the region has evolved into a vibrant hub of tourism, agriculture,
and conservation. As we look to the future, it is essential to continue to
honor and protect the unique heritage and natural resources that define the
Finger Lakes, ensuring that this extraordinary region remains a source of
inspiration and enjoyment for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the Finger Lakes, and where are they
located?

The Finger Lakes are a group of lakes located in upstate New York, known for
their distinct, long, and narrow shapes resembling fingers. This region is
famous for its natural beauty, wineries, and outdoor recreational activities.

How did the Finger Lakes get their name?

The Finger Lakes were named for their unique shape, as the lakes are long and
narrow, resembling fingers extending from a hand. The name reflects both the
geography and the indigenous cultures that inhabited the region.

What role did glaciers play in the formation of the
Finger Lakes?

The Finger Lakes were formed during the last Ice Age, approximately 10,000 to
12,000 years ago, when glaciers advanced and retreated, carving out deep
valleys and creating the lakes we see today.

What is the historical significance of the Finger
Lakes region?

The Finger Lakes region has significant historical importance due to its
early Native American inhabitants, its role in the development of the
American wine industry, and its involvement in the Erie Canal's construction,
which boosted trade and transportation.

Which indigenous tribes originally inhabited the
Finger Lakes area?

The Finger Lakes were originally inhabited by several Native American tribes,
including the Seneca, Cayuga, and Onondaga, who were part of the Iroquois
Confederacy.

What major events in American history are linked to
the Finger Lakes?

Key events linked to the Finger Lakes include the Seneca Falls Convention of
1848, which was a pivotal moment in the women's rights movement, and the
establishment of the Erie Canal, which transformed trade and travel in the
region.

How has the Finger Lakes region evolved in terms of
tourism and agriculture?

The Finger Lakes region has evolved into a major tourist destination, known
for its wineries, beautiful landscapes, and outdoor activities. Agriculture,
particularly grape growing and wine production, has become a significant part



of the local economy.
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