
There’ll Be Some Changes Made:  
Geneva in the 1920s 

The 1920s was a decade of change. The decade began with Prohibition and women’s 
suffrage and ended with the stock market crash that triggered the Great Depression. In 
the intervening years, skirts were shortened, radio sprang to life, and films began 
talking. 
 
How did these events, and more, affect Geneva? There’ll Be Some Changes Made: 
Geneva in the 1920s examines national events through local history.  

Although industrial development began north of 
downtown around 1900, the lakefront was still 
populated with numerous factories and the New 
York Central Railroad depot. 

This 1922 advertisement highlighted Geneva’s many businesses and the city’s position 
as a retail center for surrounding towns.  

Built in 1915, the Temple Theater on Exchange Street was part of 
the change from live “vodvil” shows to “photoplays,” or movies. 

The popularity of jazz led to new dance crazes like the Charleston and Lindy Hop. In 1922 a New York 
State Assemblyman tried to stop the spread of “dancing which consists of suggestive movements.” 

In 1925, the Miliken Electric Talking Lamp with flashing lights helped 
drivers find their way through Geneva. 

Aerial view of Geneva looking south 



Geneva’s downtown was fully occupied with retail businesses. In addition to street-level 
shops, upper stories had offices for doctors, lawyers, and tailors. There were multiple 
competing businesses, such as pharmacies, on Exchange Street. There were 67 grocery 
stores spread around the city, as well as produce, meat, and bakery shops. Stores 
specialized in men’s, women’s, and children’s clothing. The 1920s saw national discount 
stores like Neisner’s come to town. 
 
Local stores have been affected by online shopping and national companies, but several 
businesses have thrived for a century or longer through service and adaptation. 

Ain’t Nobody’s Business If I Do: Business 

In the 1850s Elisha Burrall bought an existing 
insurance agency that was founded in 1829. His son 
Charles posed in front of 50 Linden Street in 1895, 
where the business is still located. 

In the 1920s, present-day Geneva Club Beverage 
was Geneva Bottling Works. It bottled Whistle and 
King Cola soft drinks before becoming a Pepsi-
Cola franchise in 1936. 

Devaney and Fletcher began their funeral business in April 1897. 
Devaney and Company bought the Bennett Funeral Home assets in 
1989 and became Devaney-Bennett Funeral Home. 

Finger Lakes Partners Insurance Services, Inc. had its beginnings in the 
1920s. Max Henry, left, and Daniel Chacchia each had insurance 
businesses that eventually merged in 2007. 

Founded in 1878, Geneva Awning and Tent Works provided cooling shade for homes and businesses 
before air conditioning. Today large tent rentals are a big part of the business. 

Seneca Street looking toward Exchange Street from Linden Street, 1920s 



Here We All Work: Industries 

In the mid-1920s Geneva industry saw little growth but maintained what it had. The 
city’s location on the New York Central and Lehigh Valley railroad lines kept it 
appealing. Agricultural industry remained strong with 25 nurseries, Geneva Preserving 
Company (established 1889), Patent Cereals (established 1892), and two pickling 
companies. Seven foundries made stoves, boilers, and radiators, and took custom 
orders. Three companies made optical lenses; by 1928 they were consolidated into 
Shuron Optical. 
 
Factories provided steady, if not high-paying, jobs for Geneva’s working class. 
Employees could stay with one company for their entire career and move up within the 
business. Most companies were locally-owned or managed, and maintained family 
atmospheres with annual social events. 

Geneva Cutlery specialized in making straight razors until the 1920s. Safety 
razors forced the company to adapt to producing kitchen knives and accessories.  

Founded in 1897, Vance Boiler Works shifted from making 
new boilers to repairing old ones during the Depression. 
Today, Vance Metal Fabricators produces custom metal parts 
including tanks for the wine and beer industry. 

Phillips and Clark Stove company made parlor and 
kitchen stoves including the Andes Brand. In 1924 the 
company changed its name to Andes Stove Company 
and stayed in business until 1950. 

Part of a national company, Geneva’s American Can factory 
built can-making machines. The plant on North Genesee 
Street expanded several times in the 1920s and after. 

In 1904 Fay and Bowen Engine and Boat Company moved from Auburn to Geneva 
for water and railroad access. They built expensive boats for luxury rather than 
speed; the factory closed in 1929. 

Postcard, Geneva Cutlery Company, Lehigh Street 



Doing the Varsity Drag: Education 

 

In 1922, Hobart College celebrated its centennial and William Smith 
College marked its tenth graduating class. President Murray Bartlett, 
from 1919 to 1936, raised the centennial flag. 

The North Street elementary school was completed in 1928. In 1981 
the students moved to a newer building up the street and the school 
was demolished. 

The Prospect Avenue School served about 600 children in the 
north and northeast neighborhoods. It burned in March 1926 and 
was rebuilt the following year, staying in service until 1981.  

In the 1920s there was a national movement for school reform and construction to meet 
the needs of an industrial society. The Geneva district had four neighborhood 
elementary schools built around 1900. The 50-year-old high school on Milton Street did 
not meet modern needs. By the 1920s all schools were at capacity or overcrowded. The 
board of education approved a new high school in 1922. A 1926 fire at the Prospect 
Avenue school displaced 600 students and motivated construction of new elementary 
schools. The Prospect Avenue school was rebuilt, and the new North Street School was 
built to accommodate growth on the north side of the city. 

In 1926 the new high school on the corner of Milton and Pulteney Streets 
replaced the Classical and Union School that was built in 1870. It  was 
demolished in 2014 for the new Finger Lakes Community College campus. 

Founded in 1913, DeSales High School began in the St. Francis School 
building on Exchange Street. In 1929 it moved to a parochial residence on 
the corner of High and Pulteney Streets while a new building was 
constructed. 

Postcard, Geneva High School  



Ain’t We Got Fun: Entertainment  

The 1920s were a rich time for entertainment in Geneva. There were local brass bands, 
and dance orchestras played for balls. Many famous musicians of the day came by train 
to perform at the Smith Opera House. The Geneva Choral Society hosted an annual 
music festival with local singers, guest orchestras and soloists.  
 
The theaters showed a mix of live vaudeville acts, cartoons, and feature movies. Geneva 
was a regular stop for circuses. Green’s Bathing Beach, south of the Long Pier, offered 
aquatic carnivals and cheap outdoor recreation. 

Jackie Coogan was one of 
Hollywood’s first child stars. 
In 1921 “The Boy” played at 
the Regent Theater, which is 
now Twisted Rail Brewing on 
Exchange Street. 

In 1921 the Geneva Park Band was formed to give summer 
concerts in city parks and to play “on any occasions when band 
music is desired.” They soon began playing at regional events as 
well as locally.  Green’s Bathing Beach had changing 

rooms, concessions, a diving tower and a 
water slide. This young man decided to go 
down backwards! 

Ringling Bros. and Barnum and Bailey came to Geneva 
in May 1922. Circuses unloaded at the downtown train 
station and paraded through town. 

Isadora Duncan (1822-1927) pioneered modern dance, and her protégés 
toured America. Burlesque dancers and shows were at the opposite end of 
the cultural spectrum. 

Geneva Park Band 



I’ll See You in C-U-B-A: Prohibition 
Like most of the country, Prohibition was unsuccessful in Geneva. The Volstead Act 
allowed people to make up to 200 gallons a year of intoxicating fruit juice (hard cider 
and wine) for home consumption. Italian Americans who knew winemaking and had 
access to local fruits ensured a steady supply of alcohol in the city. 
 
Some restaurants continued to serve alcohol illegally. Owners were arrested, but few 
were convicted. Even though people were against Prohibition, they hesitated to speak 
openly about speakeasies and bootleggers, but some stories have survived. 

“[My twin brother and I] were five or six years old at the time. We would bottle beer in the 
basement after school…We bottled the beer the same day we made it, and it would get 
served that night and the next day in the bar upstairs.” 

- Cosmo Fospero recalling his brother-in-law’s speakeasy operation 

Confiscated alcohol was taken as evidence to City Hall on Castle Street. 

P. O’Malley and Son truck unloading barrels, 1920s 

An illegal brewing operation was found in an outbuilding of the Geneva 
General Hospital. Beer could be made in any secluded location with 

Distilling alcohol was dangerous due to boiler pressure and flammability. 
This fire near Exchange Street was caused by an exploding still. 



The Prouty Block on Seneca Street burned on 
December 4,1925 but the façade survived and 
still stands today.  

When first organized, the Winnek Post No. 39 
American Legion met at the Armory until it had a 
permanent home. Helping veterans with benefits 
were the immediate concerns of the Legion.  

Aenas McDonnell (often misspelled as McDonald) is the only Geneva 
Police Department officer killed in the line of duty. On February 19, 
1924 he was shot by Howard Keavin during a chase after an 
attempted robbery. 

Heavy rain on August 24, 1922 caused the Castle Creek culvert 
underneath North Main Street to collapse. With the culvert blocked 
by debris, the creek flooded the north part of downtown on its way 
to the lake. 

The Smith Opera House began the decade as the Strand. It returned to previous 
management but in 1927 Schine’s Amusements Inc. bought the theater and renovated it 
into a movie palace, reopening in 1931. 

Fire at 24 Seneca Street, Prouty Block, December 4, 1925 



In 1927 the Seneca Yacht Club purchased land on Boody’s Point, to the right of the Seneca Lake outlet. In 1929 they built the clubhouse 

which is still used today. The same year, the city purchased land for Seneca Park on the opposite side of the outlet. 

In 1929 the Zonta Club of Geneva formed to raise awareness of women’s issues. Today it awards college 
scholarships to girls and supports local organizations such as Family Counseling Service of the Finger 
Lakes, Boys and Girls Club of Geneva, and Literacy Volunteers.   

Aviation became a popular hobby in the 1920s. The Finger Lakes Airport was on Routes 5 & 20, west of 
Pre-Emption Road, on the William Fordon farm. 

In June 1929 Hobart and William Smith Colleges President 
Murray Bartlett (right) gave New York Governor Franklin D. 
Roosevelt an honorary degree.  

Formed in 1918, the Geneva Woman’s Club had departments for 
various cultural and social issues. Through the 1920s they 
presented plays and concerts. Hobart and William Smith Colleges commencement, June 10, 1929 


