
In The Beginning: Founding of Hobart College  
 

Established in the 1790s, Geneva was a town of educated citizens. It supported a library, schools, a printing press, and a newspaper. 
Geneva Academy was formed in 1796, teaching vocations such as bookkeeping, navigation, and surveying. The school’s Presbyterian 
Church religious teachings alienated Episcopal families over time, and they withdrew their children. By 1817 the Academy was 
dormant. 
 

In 1818 John Henry Hobart, the Episcopal Bishop of New York, visited Geneva and announced his intention of “building up a 
stronghold for the Church” in western New York. He proposed upgrading the Geneva Academy charter to college status.  
 

In 1814 western New York was sparsely settled. The nearest college to 
Geneva (red dot) was Hamilton (blue dot), founded by a Presbyterian 
minister and chartered in 1812. 

In 1806 James Bogert began publishing The Expositor newspaper, as well as 
books and pamphlets. 

John Henry Hobart (1775-1830) was the third 
Episcopal Bishop of New York from 1816 to 1830. 
Travelling from Long Island to western New York, 
he tried to visit every parish once a year. 

Geneva’s Trinity Episcopal parish, named after 
the mother church in New York City, began in 
1805. The first church building was completed 
in 1809. 

Legend states that Bishop Hobart walked out on South Main Street at sunrise, 
struck his staff on the ground, and said, “Here, gentlemen, this is the spot for 
the college.” A carved choir rail in Trinity Episcopal Church shows the scene 
with the incorrect date. Geneva, by Edouard Colbert, 1798 



I’ll Stand By You: Geneva Support 
 

While Bishop Hobart oversaw the project, local men did much of the work in organizing the college. In 1821 Geneva Academy reopened 
with a new board of trustees, and added a short-lived theological seminary. Money was raised for a large stone building for the 
Academy and future college. In 1822 the trustees applied to the New York State Regents for a college charter. It was granted on the 
provisions that, within three years, an endowment of $60,000 be raised and suitable buildings be completed. While Genevans 
contributed generously, money was raised throughout western New York for the new college. 

Geneva Hall was completed in 1822 as both a 
classroom and dormitory building. Renovated several 
times, it is now used solely for student housing. 

In December 1825, college trustees announced it was time for 
subscribers to pay their pledges. 

The founding trustees were prominent Geneva citizens. 
William DeZeng (1793-1882, trustee 1821-1882) owned 
Ontario Glass Works south of the village, and was a 
founder of Trinity Episcopal Church. 

Geneva Hall, circa 1875 

Major James Rees (1763-1851, trustee 1821-1851) came 
to Geneva in 1798. He was a land agent, Ontario County 
sheriff, postmaster, and served in the War of 1812.  

Robert Rose (1774-1835, trustee 1821-1835) came 
to Geneva from Virginia in 1803. He was a farmer, 
lawyer, landowner, and a member of Congress. 



Champions Bold of Liberty: The College in the 19th Century 
 

During its early decades, the college struggled financially. In 1851 Trinity Church in New York City pledged $3,000 a year in perpetuity. 
The church required the college name to be Hobart Free College in honor of Bishop Hobart’s work. Free tuition and housing only lasted 
the decade, and “Free” was dropped by 1860. 
 

Through the 1800s enrollment and campus size remained small. Students were encouraged to spend time among the “cultivated and 
intelligent people” of Geneva. Residents felt invested in the college. Twice, in 1870 and 1875, a trustee proposed moving Hobart College 
to Buffalo. It was rejected as being inconsistent with promises made to the church and the village. 

With no space on campus for large events, dinners and dances were held 
downtown in public halls. The college used Linden Hall (left) until it burned in 
1892, then moved to Dove Hall. 

A small wooden chapel (left) was replaced by St. John’s Chapel in 1863. It 
was designed by noted Gothic Revival architect Richard Upjohn. 

Built by local masons Dove and Son, the left-hand side of 
the library was completed in 1886. The right-hand 
addition was finished in 1895.  

Middle Hall (right, 1836), Trinity Hall (1837) and Geneva Hall 
were the only dormitories and classrooms until the late 1800s. 
Middle Hall burned in 1885, and Trinity Hall currently houses 
educational and career advancement offices. 

Merritt Hall, south of Trinity Hall, was built in 1879. 
Today the education department has offices and 
classrooms there. 

Library, 1890s 



Changes: The College in 20th Century 
 

A century of change began with the founding of William Smith College. In 1906 wealthy nurseryman William Smith endowed a non-
denominational women’s college that shared buildings and faculty with Hobart College. Though a radical change to the all-male 
atmosphere, William Smith sustained Hobart financially.  When its enrollment declined during World War I and II, income from 
William Smith kept the college open. 
 
The campus expanded to the west with the addition of Coxe Hall classrooms (1900) and Medbery Hall dormitory (1901). The addition 
of new buildings and sports facilities continues into the 21st century. 

 

Boswell Field on Pulteney Street was Hobart’s athletic 
stadium. When the Warren Hunting Smith Library was 
completed in 1976, a new field was built east of the 
campus on Hamilton Street. 

Early 20th century buildings included a new gymnasium (Williams 
Hall), Coxe Hall, and Medbury Hall that was built by Dove and Son 
masons. Coxe Hall had space for dances and banquets that earlier 
been held off campus. 

In 1911 Miller House was the first women’s dormitory built west of 
the Hobart campus. William Smith College bought two existing 
houses, and built two more dormitories later in the 20th century. 

Completed in January 2016, the Gearan Center for the Performing Arts has 
performance and rehearsal spaces for theatre, music and dance. 

Beginning in 1943, several hundred Navy recruits 
attended the V-12 Program at Hobart. They 
continued their college education while also training 
to enter World War II.  

Aerial view of campus, late 1970s 



Why Can’t We Be Friends? Friction & Unity 
 

College towns often have friction between locals and students. Geneva and Hobart are no exception. From 19th-century pranks to 21st-
century bar patrons walking home, nighttime noise has been a problem for South Main Street neighbors. The Colleges own much 
valuable property exempt from Geneva city property taxes, creating a greater tax burden for residents. 
 

The Colleges and its contractors are one of the city’s largest employers. Buildings and grounds, food service, and administrative 
employees keep the college running smoothly. Increasingly, the college has given back to the community through volunteer programs 
such as Days of Service. 

College housekeepers like Vicky Shattuck clean 1.4 million square 
feet of dormitories, classrooms, and bathrooms. During the 
pandemic they had to take extra measures to sanitize public spaces.
  

Hobart & William Smith have acquired many of the properties 
around its campus. They own one downtown building but rent 
another on Seneca Street, keeping that building on the tax roll. 

In early June 1970, students surrounded police cars on campus as 
several drug arrests were made. Geneva residents protested at the 
college graduation a few weeks later.  

The first Day of Service was held in 1994, bringing students and 
community together. Now held three times a year, projects include 
helping the Connect Geneva Bike Collection and Distribution Project 
which gives donated bikes to local youth.  

Hobart & William Smith coordinate Geneva 2030, a group of nonprofit 

organizations, businesses and individuals that works to improve the 

quality of education in the city. Goals include literacy success, graduation 

rate improvement, and readiness for all stages of school from kindergarten 

to college.  
Day of Service, October 2021 



We Need Each Other: Businesses and Students 
 

Since 1879 local businesses have advertised in the college newspaper, The Hobart Herald (The Herald after 1942). The ads show what 
goods and services were important to students over time. Before automobiles, students came to Geneva by train and needed rides to 
campus for themselves and their baggage. Up to the mid-1900s, being well-dressed and well-groomed was important. Clothing stores 
and services like barbers and shoe shiners advertised regularly.  Local shopping has shifted to the Internet but students still patronize 
bars, restaurants and coffee shops. Business owners can tell when college is in or out of session.  

From 1977 to 2017, Area Records and Music sold instruments, 
accessories, records, tapes and compact discs. By 2017 most college 
students had stopped buying hard copies of music. 

Monaco’s Coffee on Washington Street is close to campus and a 
quiet place for students and faculty alike to work. Opened in 2017, 
it takes its name from the grocery store in that location for decades. 

Ads in the December 1879 
Hobart Herald The H Book is a first-year student guide to 

campus, Hobart history, and Geneva. In 1939 
these businesses were approved by a senior as 
good places to shop. 

For over 50 years, “Cosie’s” on Tillman Street was a popular bar for students and 
faculty. In 1957 Cosmo Fospero, right, placed a simple ad in The Herald, “Sam’s 
Bar Ask for Cosmo.” 

Exchange Street, circa 1930 



“[Carroll Brewster, president of the Colleges]…sat with me for almost an hour to 
talk to me about life [at Hobart] and why it’s not Geneva – it is and it isn’t, 
[Hobart] is so much greater and so much more than that. And he convinced me.”  

- Jim Cecere, Geneva native, Hobart Class of 1991 

Jacob Fox (Class of 2016) is the CEO and co-founder of Closed Loop 
Systems, a renewable waste solution company in Geneva. The 
company collects food waste and composts it at the Geneva 
Resource Recovery Park. 

Roger Farrand (1925-2021, Class of 1949), 
center, taught English from 1958 to 1987. He 
worked with Geneva Summer Theater, a college 
and town collaboration, for many years as 
director, technical director and actor. 

Stay Just A Little Bit Longer: Local Impact of Alumni and Faculty  
 

Many young residents of a college town want to go far away after high school, not stay locally. Most college graduates also do not settle 
down where they went to school. Hobart has examples of graduates who have stayed and made an impact on Geneva, and some of 
them were raised here. 
 

Like students, faculty choose how involved to become with Geneva. Some commute to work from other towns, while others live in the 
city. Resident faculty have been leaders of non-profit organizations, served on school and public library boards, and even been mayor.  

H. Merrill Roenke, Jr. (1916-2014, 
Class of 1938) had a successful 
retail career in Geneva but his 
passion was preserving history. In 
1965 he oversaw the donation 
and restoration of Rose Hill 
Mansion for the Geneva Historical 
Society (now Historic Geneva). 

Charles J. Folger (1818-1884, Class of 
1836) studied law after college, 
returned to Geneva and became a 
judge. He was the U.S. Secretary of 
the Treasury from 1881 to 1884, and 
the C.J. Folger Hook and Ladder fire 
company bears his name. 

Geneva native Bill Hosking (1921
-1974, Class of 1947) returned to 
teach economics at Hobart from 
1948 until his death. Elected 
Geneva mayor in 1971, he was 
respected by college students and 
residents alike. 

Hobart & William Smith Class of 1972 50th reunion 


