
Celebrate!  
Parades, Pageants, and Progress 

Since the late 1800s, national anniversaries have had special meaning. The 1876 Centennial of the 
Declaration of Independence was the first large celebration. The Centennial Exposition in 
Philadelphia showcased American progress and inventions. In 1976, states and communities marked 
the Bicentennial in many different ways. Beginning in 1906, Geneva has celebrated its founding date 
as a village (1806), and also as a city (1898). 

 

Celebrate! Parades, Pageants, and Progress looks at how civic anniversary celebrations have changed 
over time. 

Mass-produced prints and patriotic sheet music were 

ways Americans celebrated the 1876 Centennial. 

The 1906 village centennial offered 

“something doing all the time.” It 

was a week of reunions, sports, 

concerts, and carnival attractions. 

In 1957 “Brothers of the Brush” pledged not to 

shave. Offenders faced a mock trial on 

Exchange Street and were thrown in a stockade. 

For the 2006 village bicentennial, Geneva native 

Ken Millington painted the mural “Arising Tide—

Geneva Cycle” on Exchange Street.  
The city centennial in 1998 began with 

many events the first week in January. 

Village centennial parade on Seneca Street, 1906 



Pageant Material:  
20th-Century Historical Plays 

In the early twentieth century, progressive reformers used pageantry in small towns and cities to 
encourage social and historical dialogue. As they became popular, pageants represented local pride 
rather than reformer thinking.   
  
Corresponding with local history anniversaries, two historical pageants were held in Geneva. In 
September 1929, Geneva hosted a Sullivan-Clinton Sesquicentennial pageant, a reenactment of 
General Sullivan’s campaign against the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy. Elmira and Leicester, 
towns along the campaign route, performed the pageant the same month. Geneva’s sesquicentennial 
was celebrated in 1957 with “The Geneva Story” — a vision of the town’s history from pre-colonization 
to the present day.  

Who Tells the Story? 
The pageant program thanked Arthur C. Parker, a Native 

American historian descended from Seneca leaders, for 

“invaluable data concerning the life, manners and customs of the 

Iroquois Indians.” Based on biased historic documents, the play 

presented a White colonial perspective and portrayed Native 

Americans as savages. The production reflected the times. How 

do you think it would be presented today? 

Local newspapers estimated around 75,000 people would 

come to watch the Sullivan-Clinton Sesquicentennial 

pageant. Geneva stores closed at 1:30pm, and many 

residents went to White Springs Farm. 

“The Geneva Story” was part of a week-long celebration, 

one year after the actual 150th anniversary. Governor 

Averill Harriman, left, sealed a time capsule to be opened 

in 2006. 

Staged on Hobart and William Smith Colleges’ 

Boswell Field, “The Geneva Story” pageant in 1957 

had 24 scenes with over 500 Genevans. 

Balls at the Armory on Main Street were 

once part of any large celebration. 

Shown are the Sesquicentennial Court 

and their escorts. Actors in the Sullivan-Clinton pageant, 1929 

The 1929 Sullivan-Clinton pageant took place on 

White Springs Farm. Over 2,000 people from five 

counties participated as soldiers, colonists, 

Haudenosaunee, and as vocal choruses. 



I Love A Parade  
Since the 1800s American parades have been an organized public performance. Committees decide a 
theme, what groups are accepted or rejected, and the parade lineup. Bands, color guards, floats, and 
local fire companies are common elements of Geneva parades. 

 

For the 1957 Geneva Sesquicentennial, three parades were held in a week. Each one had floats 
representing companies and groups. Youth groups were featured in two parades. The U.S. Military 
Academy Band led a parade of military, labor, civic, and fraternal organizations. 
  

The 1906 Centennial had a “baby parade” from 

Genesee Park to North Main Street.  

In 2006 the annual Geneva Fireman’s Parade doubled as the 

city’s Bicentennial parade. Groups were invited to enter floats 

celebrating Geneva’s history.  

A float of “Sesqui Queens” rolled up Seneca Street during the 

1957 Sesquicentennial. The selection of an event queen and her 

court was common into the early 1970s. 

National pride in America’s Bicentennial played out 

in parades in Geneva and across the country. 

American Can Company float on Castle Street in the 

1976 Bicentennial parade. 

1957 Sesquicentennial parade on Seneca Street 



 The Spirit of ’76  

Planning for the bicentennial of the Declaration of Independence began in 1966. Congress created 
the American Revolution Bicentennial Commission. For over six years, the commission debated 
having a single-city event like the Centennial Exposition. In 1973 the group was replaced with the 
American Revolution Bicentennial Administration. Their mission was to coordinate and encourage 
local events across the nation. 

 

Geneva’s events reflected social changes of the 1970s. Three community forums – “Geneva, a City of 
Many Nations,” “Growing Up in America,” and “Working in America” – presented multiple 
perspectives. “Heritage Days” in Genesee and Pulteney Parks highlighted different cultural 
traditions and crafts. Like many towns, Geneva hosted musket shoots and military re-enactments. 

 

Throughout the year several churches held Bicentennial dinners or open houses. Historic Geneva 

showed American history movies every month. In the spring WGVA Radio aired Spanish music and 

information on Sunday nights. 

The US Olympic Women’s Gymnastics Team trained at 
Hobart & William Smith Colleges prior to the 1976 Summer 
Olympics in Montreal. As part of Bicentennial Week, they 
gave demonstrations at Bristol Gym on campus. Courtesy of 
Hobart & William Smith Colleges Archives 

Bicentennial flag 

“Geneva, A City of Many Nations” panelists 

included, left to right, David Acevedo, Hildegard 

Hirsch, and Alvin Dion Robinson. 

In May 1975 the American Freedom Train stopped in 

Rochester for five days. Visitors walked through ten cars of 

artifacts and viewed two cars from the outside. 
Mount Olive Missionary Baptist Church Choir led by 

Lucile Mallard in Genesee Park for Heritage Day. 



 The Spirit of ’76  

In August the Bicentennial Barge, with exhibits about New 

York during the American Revolution, stopped in Seneca Falls. 

St. Michael’s Orthodox Church members sold Syrian food 

during Heritage Day in Genesee Park. 

Dave’s Pizzeria on Main Street painted its upper floors 

in the Spirit of ‘76 flag for the bicentennial. Utility poles around Geneva were decorated in American flag 

stars and colors. 

Torrey Park festival on Humbert Street 

A number of groups, like this one from Seneca Falls, performed 

at Folk Festival ‘76 at Shuron Park during Bicentennial Week. 

Mary Davoli, center, an 87-year old immigrant from 

Calabria, Italy, cut the ribbon for the Torrey Park 

Festival in July. 



Like the 1976 Bicentennial, Congress created a national Semi-quincentennial commission ten years 
in advance. The commission was directed to issue coins and postages stamps for the anniversary, and 
organize events “in locations of historical significance to the United States." America250.org, the 
official website of the Semi-quincentennial, suggests ways all Americans can celebrate. 

 

In 2021 the American Association for State and Local History (AASLH) developed five themes for the 
250th celebration to guide history museums and historical societies in programming. They are: 
Unfinished Revolutions; Power of Place; We the People; American Experiment; and Doing History. 
Throughout 2026, Historic Geneva will explore some of these themes through exhibits, programs, 
and online content. 

 

Look for this logo on exhibits at the Geneva History Museum, Rose Hill, and John Johnston 
House to explore Semi-quincentennial themes. 

America 250 

This 1771 map of New York shows that the colony was limited 

to the Hudson and Mohawk Valleys. The Sullivan-Clinton 

campaign was the only local American Revolution activity. 

Independence Hall, Philadelphia 

Fort Stanwix (modern Rome, New York) protected the Oneida 

Carrying Place, a connection between the Mohawk River and 

western land and water routes. American troops held off an 

1777 siege by British and allied forces. 

In 1929 Sullivan-Clinton commemorative 

plaques were placed along the troops’ route. 

There are several in and around Geneva.  

Fort Niagara, at the mouth of the Niagara River on Lake 

Ontario, was a British base for Loyalists. 




