
Unique Main Street Lift Bridge 
 
 
For the first 80 or so years of the Erie Canal, Main Street was carried over the Canal by 
a fixed bridge, the last one being an 80-foot span. When it was decided in 1903 to widen 
the Canal to 75’ on the bottom, 125’ on top with a depth of 12’, it was obvious that the 
80’ span would not suffice. 
 
There were, however, some significant engineering problems in relation to the new 
bridge that would have to be built. The old fixed bridge had a 10-degree elevation when 
approached from the north, which had to be lowered. The new bridge would narrow the 
east end of West Avenue, but could not limit access. Because of proximity to 
businesses, the south elevation of the bridge could not be changed. The change in 
grade had to be built into the bridge itself. 
 
Hence, the only lift bridge in the 
world built on an incline 
(according to “Ripley’s Believe It 
Or Not”) was constructed. The 
bridge is an irregular decagon, 
having no two angles that are the 
same and no square corners. It 
crosses the Canal at a 32-degree 
angle, running from southwest to 
northeast. Although the bridge 
floor has a 5.54’ grade, it is raised 
straight up. The 10-degree 
elevation on the north side was 
lowered to one degree and the 
access to West Avenue was 
solved when a part of the road 
was built into the bridge. 
 
This engineering marvel bowstring truss bridge was built in 1912 and 1913 by the firm of 
H.S. Kerbaugh Inc. of Philadelphia at a cost of $75,000. It clears the water by 6’ in the 
down position and by 15’ when it is up. The steel deck of the bridge is flanked by 
sidewalks, which are also accessible when the bridge is up. Originally, the bridge was 
raised by two 37-horsepower electric motors. In case of a power failure, it was possible 
for four men to raise the 375-ton bridge manually, using a system of counterweights and 
pulleys. Apparently, however, they were not able to lower it. This is no longer a problem 
as the bridge controls have been computer-operated since 1987 when the bridge was 
refurbished at a cost of $2.2 million. 
 
At one point in the 1970s, it was proposed to replace the lift bridge with a highway that 
would pass over both the Canal and the railroad crossing. While this might have been 
good for traffic, it would have been a disaster for a Village that has since worked to 
enhance its Canal-town ambiance with its docking facilities, restaurants and shops. The 
lift bridge is a central part of what makes Fairport a Canal Village. 


