
Though the American Revolution  

ended in 1783, tensions remained  

between the United States and  

England.  By 1812 England was  

imposing trade restrictions, seizing 
British-born American sailors from 
merchant ships to serve in their navy, 
and supporting Native Americans in 
their efforts to stop American  

expansion.  These actions ultimately 
led to another war.  

 

While less known than other conflicts, 
the War of  1812 (1812-1815) was 
fought primarily along the United 
States coastline and major battles were 
fought within a hundred miles of   

Geneva.  The American Revolution 
won our freedom from England,  

the War of  1812 secured it.  

The Second War of Independence:  

Geneva and the War of 1812 

 

A peace treaty was signed on December 24, 1814, but news of  the treaty 
would not reach the  United States until mid-February 1815.  The Battle 
of  New Orleans (January 8, 1815) was the final major battle of  the war. 

The September 1814 bombardment of  Fort William McHenry in  

Baltimore inspired the writing of  The Star-Spangled Banner.  

In 1812, the United States was east of  the Mississippi River, and most of  the states either 

fronted the Atlantic Ocean or the Canadian border. Through exposure and trade, our country 

was still both vulnerable and connected to Great Britain. 



Like most wars, there were two fronts: political and 
military. New Yorkers were bitterly divided over the 
war and no other state would be as politically divided 
as New York. The division between the ruling  

Republicans and the anti-war Federalists spilled into 
public meetings and newspapers in editorials with  

accusations of  Federalists aiding the enemy.  

The Empire State at War:  

New York and the War of 1812 

Much of  New York’s involvement in the war 
was along its border with Canada. Although 
less inhabited than the southeastern part of  the 
state, New York’s northern border was  

strategically important.  Points of  conflict  

included the Niagara River in the west (Fort 
Niagara), Oswego and Sacketts Harbor along 
the eastern end of  Lake Ontario, and  

Plattsburgh and Lake Champlain in the  

northeast.  

In May 1814, British ships landed off  Fort Oswego on Lake Ontario 
and captured 2,400 barrels of  supplies and several schooners. 

In September 1814, soldiers and sailors stopped the British at the Battle of  
Plattsburgh on Lake Champlain; it was the last British invasion of  the war 
in the northeastern states. 



Too Close for Comfort 

Genevans had reasons to feel uneasy about a war with 
England.  Buffalo, the nearest land border, was only 100 
miles away, and Lake Ontario was 30 miles away. The  

remaining Native American nations in New York had 
moved to the western part of  the state, which put them 
closer to Canada and British influence. People feared a 
repeat of  Indian attacks that had occurred during the  

American Revolution. 

In 1811, Canandaigua and Batavia were made  

depositories for military stores, supplies,  

ammunition and men. They became gathering 
points for militia units before they went to the  

Niagara frontier. When the British burned the  

village of  Black Rock (near Buffalo) in late  

December 1813 (shown right), its citizens fled east 
to seek refuge in these villages. 

This 1807 sketch by the Baroness Hyde de Neuville shows Geneva as a small 

but well-established village with two churches, schools, a library, and numerous 

stores.  

The main road across New York State, from Utica to Buffalo, ran through 
Geneva, bringing many travelers to town. The hotel on the village square (now 
Pulteney Park) served as stagecoach stop and lodging for overnight guests. 

Batavia was developed by the Holland Land Company; this is an artist’s 

rendering of  how farmsteads looked around the time of  the war. 

There were few east-west roads at the time of  the war, partly 

due to the many hills, streams, and ridges in western New 

York.  



“A well-regulated Militia,  

being necessary to the security of a Free State”:  

Militia and the War of 1812 

The War of  1812 was the first test of  the militia system against a foreign enemy. Opposed to a 
strong standing army, some framers of  the Constitution preferred a citizens’ militia  

controlled by the states. Congress received the power to arm and call out the militia for  

national defense while the states were responsible for training and the appointment of   

officers.  

 

In practice, neither the states nor Congress wanted to take charge, and most men of  age did not 

want to fight. Regular militia days, for military drill and inspection, often became social holidays. 

State and national governments came up with reasons they 

could not or would not support militias with arms and  

supplies so they would be ready for battle.   

Under the law nothing was stated about the militia invading foreign  

countries.  At the Battle of  Queenstown Heights, October 13, 1812, when 
New York militia refused to cross into Canada more than 1,000  

American troops were captured, killed, or wounded.   

 

In spite of  resistance to a standing army, a Regular  

Army was authorized up to 35,600 soldiers. However, 
in 1812 there were only 11,744 officers and troops.  

With liberal exceptions (clergy,  

teachers, firemen, all levels of   

government officials, Quakers,  

mariners, and some factory workers) 
all free white men between the ages of  
18-45 were required to enroll in the 
militia.  

Depending on rank, officers 
were either elected by their 
soldiers or appointed by the 
governor.  Neither method 
was based on military ability. 

This 1829 cartoon illustrates the continuing militia problem after the war: a 

lax attitude toward drill days, with the refreshment tents displayed in the  

background. 



A Commuter War: The Local Militia 

For Geneva units, the War of  
1812 was a “commuter war.”  
Militia service was limited to 
three months per year, beyond 
which volunteers were not  

obligated to stay. Units would 
be formed and released but 
then general orders would be 
issued to raise another local 
unit to go to the front. Local 
soldiers primarily served on 
the Niagara Frontier, but 

some were sent to villages along Lake Ontario to defend 
against British raids.  

“Upon the outbreak of  the war, the militia kept marching to the frontier, there being no apparent lack of   

numbers, and all were anxious to capture Canada the next day after their arrival, but they were quite ignorant of  

actual war and the first touch of  reality chilled them to the marrow.” 

                     E.T. Emmons, The Story of  Geneva 

The Geneva Gazette, the village’s one newspaper at the 

time,  ran regular announcements of  the war, ranging 

from officer appointments to news items. The  

administration of  the war was not very thrilling but the 

newspaper was the most effective means of  spreading  

information such as recruiting notices or bounties for  

soldiers who had deserted their units. 



 

  

General Joseph Swift (1783—1865) was the first  

graduate of  West Point in 1802. During the War of  1812, 
he designed defenses  along the St. Lawrence River and 
the New York City harbor, and served as the chief   

engineer of  the United States from 1812 to 1818. Swift 
moved to Geneva in 1829; he is buried in Washington 
Street Cemetery. 

 

 

Local Figures 

From 1806 to 1833 James Bogert was the 
printer and publisher of  the Geneva Gazette.  
Bogert was a captain of  a Geneva infantry 
company, and served on the Niagara frontier.  
After the war he continued to serve in the  

militia earning the rank of  colonel. The  

Veterans Brigade of  Northern New York 
elected him their general and he devoted 
much of  his time to the brigade.    

 

Before the war James Rees was first cashier 
for the  Bank of  Geneva and Sheriff  of   

Ontario County. With the rank of  Major he 
served as the Deputy Quartermaster of  the 
Northern Division of  the Army.  

 

Watchmaker John Sweeney served as a  

lieutenant. During the Battle of   

Queenstown orders came for the militia to 
immediately cross  

into Canada. In the 
absence of  the  

captain, Sweeney was 
in command of  the 
company and without 
hesitation he obeyed 
the order. During the 
battle Sweeney was 
wounded in the knee 
and carried off  the 
field. His comrades 
carried him home on 
a stretcher. Sweeney  

 

 

would recover from his wound but was lame 
for the rest of  his life.  

 

Merchant Abraham Dox commanded a  

volunteer company. At the Battle of   

Queenstown he served as an aide to General 
Stephen VanRensselaer and the bearer of  the 
General’s dispatches to the headquarters of  

the Army in Albany. 
In 1813 he served as 
a member of  the 
state  

legislature. After the 
war Dox would  

become one of  the 
founders of  Ontario 
Glass Factory,  

Seneca Lock  

Navigation  

Company, and  

Hobart College. 

 



In 1797 Hugh Dobbin moved to the Town of  Junius, outside  

Geneva, and began farming. Although they lived in Seneca County, 
Dobbin and his family were active in the Geneva community.  He 
was elected to town and county offices and, as such, was a likely 
candidate for a militia officer. 

 
“[My wife] said she did not wish to detain me at home on her account...Dr. Goodwin though she was not in 

immediate danger. I left for the camp. About the or near the last of  February [1814] I received word that 

Mrs. Dobbin was dangerously ill. I set out immediately and when I reached home, and entered her room I 

saw death was at work upon her.” 

 Hugh Dobbin 

 

Dobbin served as a lieutenant colonel, but faced personal  

struggles during the war. His wife was ill and eventually died in 
March 1814. Though he frequently asked to be relieved of  command, he was usually  

coerced to continue because of  his position in Seneca County and ability to recruit  

soldiers.  Between commanding his unit and checking on his family, he made numerous 
trips from the Niagara frontier and Batavia to Geneva.  In 1815, he served on a court  

martial in Batavia for several months before being released from service.  

Hometown Hero: Hugh Dobbin  
1767-1855 

While Lieutenant Colonel Dobbin led his 

troops into Canada and served bravely in  

battle, much of  his time was spent writing or 

receiving regimental orders. The business of  

war was done with pen and ink, and the  

Geneva Historical Society is fortunate to have 

many of  his orders, as well as handwritten  

accounts of  his service. 



Peace came about in early 
1815 in part because Great 
Britain was tired of  war 
and its merchants were 
losing business by not 
trading with the United 
States. Though the War of  
1812 did not change any 
territorial boundaries, it 
was not considered a  

failure. It solidified the 
border between the United 
States and Canada.  With 
the slow improvement of  
the militia and regular  

army, the war convinced 
Congress of  the need for a  

standing army. The United 
States moved from a  

questionable republic to a  

respected nation and  

England never again  

challenged the United States 
militarily.  Native Americans, 
however, suffered the most 
from the war. Great Britain 
ceased its support of  and 
trade with tribes in the  

United States. This paved the 
way for increased settlement 
east of  the Mississippi and 
continued westward  

displacement of  Native 
Americans.  

Legacy of the War of 1812 

“It will be observed, that, prominent among the 

objects of  this association, is the cultivation of  

friendly relations between the few surviving  

participators in the eventful scenes of  the war of  

1812.” 

 James Bogert, General, 13th Brigade 

 NY Veterans 

Canada considers the War of  1812 a defining point 

in its history. Had the country become part of  the 

United States, they feel their diverse identities would 

have been lost. The war strengthened Canada by  

bringing English, French, and First Nations people 

together to fight. National heroes (seen right, left to 

right) Sir Isaac Brock, Tecumseh, Laura Secord, and 

Charles-Michel de Salaberry emerged from the war. 

For the bicentennial, the Canadian government  

invested millions of  dollars in commemorative  

postage stamps, coins, and programs and events. 


