
When the American Revolution ended in 1783 , Seneca Lake was New York State’s 

western boundary. In 1788 Oliver Phelps and Nathaniel Gorham bought the rights to sell 

land west of Seneca Lake. Ontario County was created from Seneca’s western shore to 

Lake Erie, with Canandaigua as the county seat.  The county was divided into smaller 

counties until 1823 when boundaries were established as we know them today. 

 

A small group of settlers lived on the northwest shore of Seneca Lake from 1788 to 1792. 

In that year Charles Williamson began plans for the village of Geneva which took effect in 

1796.  

 

You can learn much more about early land development in our exhibit Geneva’s Changing 

Landscapes in the next gallery. 
 

In the Beginning:  

Settlement of Ontario County and Geneva 

The Pre-Emption Line was Phelps’ and 
Gorham’s eastern property line and ran 

from Pennsylvania to Lake Ontario. 
Unfortunately, the 1788 survey was 
inaccurate, cheating the two men out of 
86,000 acres. In 1792 a new line was 

surveyed but the New York Legislature did 
not approve it until 1796. 

Detail of the village of Geneva blueprint, copy of 
1793 map. 

 
Before the new Pre Emption Line was surveyed, 

New York State made large land grants in this 
area. Colonel Seth Reed and Peter Ryckman 

received a combined 18,000 acres along Seneca 
Lake. Although they soon lost title to the land, 
they planned a layout for Geneva that is familiar 

today. 

After several land sales, the Pulteney Associates from England were 
the first group to develop Ontario County. Land agent Charles 

Williamson planned Geneva’s center on South Main Street overlooking 
the lake, including a hotel and post office. Work did not begin until 
1796 when the state legislature officially declared Geneva belonged to 
the Pulteney Associates. 



Change at the Top 

In December 1963 this was the last session of Common Council under the 
old form of government. Left to right were: Dominick Passalacqua, James 

McCusker, Joseph Augustine, Viacita Fowler, Helen Maney, clerk Lucille 
Wright, attorney Harold Van Opdorp, Clyde Trice, Michael Simeone, 
Raymond Harrold, Dr. Robert Doran, H. Merrill Roenke, Jr., James Riley, 
and Henry T. Bolin, Jr. Mayor Donald Eades was not in the photograph. 

On January 20, 1964 new city manager 
Orville Over (center) signed paperwork with 

city clerk Lucille Wright (left) and Mayor 
Donald Eades. 

2016 City Council members are, left to right: Paul D’Amico 
(Second Ward), John Greco (Sixth Ward), Angelina Marino (First 

Ward), Jason Hagerman (Fifth Ward), Mark Gramling (At-
Large), Mayor Ron Alcock, R. Ken Camera (Fourth Ward), Steve 
Valentino (Third Ward), and Gordon Eddington (At-Large). The 
city manager (not shown) is Matt Horn. 

In 1872 the state legislature passed a 
law creating three wards for the election 

of village trustees. One ward lay south 
of Seneca Street, the second was the 
northwest part of the village, and the 
third was to the east of Genesee Street 

and north of downtown. 

As Geneva grew, the 1897 city charter 
created six wards.  Ward One includes South 

Main Street with some of the city’s largest and 
oldest homes. Ward Six is a working class 
neighborhood. 

In 1964 Geneva changed to a city council-manager form of governance. A professional city 

manager oversees daily operations and finances and reports to City Council. The mayor is 

elected by all voters and serves as the head of the council. There are six councilors elected 

from each ward of the city and two at-large members. The mayor chairs monthly council 

meetings with reports from the city manager and counsel from the city attorney. 

Geneva’s residents come from diverse economic, cultural, and racial backgrounds. There are 

different viewpoints and concerns among the wards but councilors try to decide the best 

course for the city. Current councilors, either employed or retired, come from the fields of 

finance, public utilities, non-profit administration, and city government. 



Both Genevas are represented on the Ontario County Board of Supervisors. The county 

government is similar to the city model, with a professional administrator and an elected 

board. Of the 21 members, Geneva has the most representation. Three are elected from the 

city and one from the town. (Canandaigua has two, and each town gets one.) 

 

Canandaigua and the western part of the county is closely aligned with Rochester and its 

affluence. Historically Geneva has been larger, more diverse, and more industrial. 

Although the city only has 12% of the county’s population, it has 25% of  the people living 

in poverty in the county. 

Part of the Whole:  

How the Genevas Fit into County Government 

The City of Geneva Supervisors are 
Dominick T. Vedora (First District, middle 

row, fourth from right), Charles 
Evangelista (Second District, front row, 
third from left), and Gregory Bendzlowicz 
(Third District, back row, third from 

right). The Town of Geneva Supervisor is 
Mark Venuti (back row, second from left). 

Before telephones and the Internet, 
newspaper legal notices were the main 

means of letting the public know about 
government meetings. 

In 1899 the County Supervisors (led by 
Canandaigua, according to the Geneva Daily 

Times) voted to allow Geneva to leave Ontario 
County and join Seneca County if it wished. 
The resolution stated that Geneva’s cost to 
the county exceeded the income and it would 

be best for everyone if Geneva left. 

In 1898 the county sheriff, and Geneva 
resident, George A. Peel was accused of 

unnecessarily filling the county jail with 
prisoners so he could claim reimbursement 
for expenses. 



Geneva v. Geneva: Challenges of Getting Along 

To visitors, the City and Town of Geneva seem 

very similar. City streets give way to more open 

spaces and farm fields. To residents, the 

dividing line is sharper at tax time. Fifty-seven 

percent of the city’s property is tax-exempt due 

to non-profits such as churches, schools and 

colleges, the hospital, and the Geneva Historical 

Society. The city tax rate is almost $18 per 

$1,000 assessed value. The town has no 

property tax, although owners do pay school 

and county taxes. This issue creates tension and 

competition between the two municipalities 

when recruiting new residents and businesses.  Geneva is a walkable city in many respects. There is a 
wealth of historic buildings for new businesses and a 

growing number of nice apartments for downtown living. 
With nearby food, drinks, and entertainment, city living is 
the choice for many new residents. 
Courtesy of Live From Linden 

Lower taxes are a strong incentive to buy a home in the town, particularly if owners prefer to build a new house. The southern portion 
of the town has waterfront property which has shifted from seasonal cottages to larger, year-round homes. 

Most wineries, like White Springs Winery, prefer to be on Route 14 which has the most tourist traffic. In 2014 Lake Drum Brewing, 
a licensed New York State Farm Brewery, opened on East Castle Street in the heart of downtown.  



The village of Geneva existed and prospered as part 

of the Town of Seneca until 1812. The village was 

incorporated that year, being governed by a Board 

of Trustees who selected a president, treasurer, 

clerk, tax collector, and fire wardens. 

 

In 1898 Geneva became a chartered city with a strong mayor – Common Council form of 

government. Becoming a city in New York State was not based on size or population. The 

village had only to prove it wanted to incorporate as a city.  

Village to City 

The New York State Legislature created 
a proposed city charter that was put to 

public vote on February 1, 1897. 
Leaders felt the 1812 village charter no 
longer met the needs of a growing 
community. Roads needed paving, 

water and sewer systems were being 
improved, and there were more 
administrative duties.  

 

As always, money was at the heart of 
the charter debate. Those in favor 

(left) promoted the savings under a 
new system, as well as controls on tax 
rates. Those opposed (right) feared 
that the power of a strong mayor and 

public works board would lead to 
higher taxes. 

 

The city charter passed and went into 
effect on January 1, 1898. 

The first weeks of 1898 were chaotic as the press and public watched the city government carefully for signs of overreach. Headlines were 
dramatic but needed adjustments were being made. Formed in 1882 with four officers, the police department was expanded to seven plus 

the chief. 


