
Come Out and Play: Sports in Geneva  

Sports are woven throughout Geneva’s history. Many of its games follow national trends, 

like the rise of baseball and basketball in the 1800s. Other sports are influenced by the 

city’s geography and people. Water sports have always been popular. Lacrosse has been a 

local game since the Seneca Nation occupied the area. Italian immigrants brought bocce 

to the city in the 1890s. 

 

Sports exist under many names: play, games, recreation, physical fitness. Their intensity 

ranges from competitive to barely keeping score. Come Out and Play looks at what 

people in Geneva have enjoyed doing and watching over the past 200 years.  

Ray Baroody, in lacrosse goalie gear, 

repaired lacrosse sticks as well as playing 

the game. Originally lacrosse sticks were 

made of bent wood and strung with 

leather strips. 

Fundraising runs and walks encourage all ages to get active 
for a cause. The annual Cubby Chase benefits the Jim 
Dooley Center for Early Learning & the Autism Center at 
Ontario ARC.  

In the 1920s boys living in the High Street neighborhood formed 

the Central baseball team.  

Bowling is a social sport of teams and leagues. In 2005, the American 

Bowling Congress merged with three other organizations to become the 

United States Bowling Congress. 

In July the Musselman triathlon attracts athletes from 

around the country to swim in Seneca Lake, bike 

through Seneca County, and run through Geneva. 



Sports and Leisure Before the Civil War  

“American men, how few carry athletic habits 

into manhood!”  

- Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Atlantic 

Monthly, 1858  

The Six Nations of the Haudenosaunee, or Iroquois, played games that honed fitness 

and hunting skills. These included lacrosse, throwing javelins at a small moving ring, 

and archery. They also enjoyed games of chance. 

 

Europeans brought their attitudes and games to America. Strict Christians felt games 

were for children, and adults should focus on spiritual growth. Not everyone felt this 

way. English immigrants played quoits (similar to horseshoes), cricket, and rounders 

(baseball’s nearest ancestor). The Dutch played nine-pins bowling. The Scottish brought 

their field games of running, jumping, and throwing. German immigrants embraced 

European gymnastics’ principles of “strong mind, strong body.”  

Peasants playing nine-pins outside an inn, by David Teniers 

the Younger, ca. 1640 

Nine-pin bowling was popular in America until the 1830s when it 

evolved into the modern ten-pin game.  

Illustration from A Treatise on Gymnastics, by Friedrich 

Jahn, 1828 

Friedrich Jahn (1778 – 1852) was a German gymnastics educator 

who began the Turner movement that promoted the benefits of 

daily exercise. In America, turnvereins offered gymnastics, social, 

and cultural activities for German immigrants. 

Until the mid-1800s, youth games and sports required little equipment and 

had few rules. 



Sail Away: Regattas on Seneca Lake 

Boating has been part of Seneca Lake since human occupation. The earliest images of 

Geneva show a sailboat on the lake. Regattas were held beginning in the 1840s; some 

yachts were thirty feet long or longer. Founded in 1927, the Seneca Yacht Club hosts 

local, regional, and national regattas. 

 

Outboard powerboat races, including the New York State Outboard Championship, 

were held from the 1920s to the early 1940s. After World War II, speed boat racing 

returned to Seneca Lake several times, but lake conditions are too unpredictable for 

high speed racing.  

As a teenager, Jane Hallas of Amber, NY was an amateur driver 

in the 1930s. She was the only woman on the program in the 

1937 Geneva-On-Seneca Lake Power Boat Regatta.  
This 1960 race attracted drivers 

from New England, the mid-Atlantic 

states, and eastern Canada.  

Located on the northeast corner of the lake, the Seneca Yacht Club holds regular weekend races 

and a sailing academy for all ages. Its clubhouse was built in 1929 and many social events are 

“bring a dish to pass.”  

The Geneva Yacht Club was 

organized in 1840 and held 

regattas such as the one on 

July 1847 (left). The club 

lapsed and was re-formed in 

1898 with a clubhouse on 

Long Pier (right). 



Take Me Out to the…: Early Spectator Sports in 
Geneva, 1870-1900 

Industrialization caused many changes. People had more free time as America became 

more mechanized, urban, and time-driven. Mechanization created affordable sporting 

equipment, like balls, bats, and bicycles, and provided transportation to get to sporting 

events. 

  

Baseball became more popular after standard rules were established in 1857. Harness 

racing replaced thoroughbred races.  In Geneva, rowing and pedestrianism (competitive 

walking) drew huge crowds to watch and bet on the outcomes.  

Charles Courtney, from Union Springs on 

Cayuga Lake, was one of America’s most 

famous rowers. In the 1870s he raced and 

lost three times against James Dempsey of 

Geneva. Their 1878 race on Seneca Lake 

was estimated to have drawn over 10,000 

people to Geneva to watch. 

Baseball games of any quality attracted large crowds in Geneva. The ball field for the south part of town 

was on the Hobart College campus behind the chapel. Hobart  had a team by 1866, and in 1874 there 

was a friendly game between old-timers and youngsters (right).  

Geneva Driving Park and Fair Grounds were on the 

northeast border of the village. Harness races were 

held there into the early 1900s. 

In 1879 a 100-hour walking 

contest was held in Dove’s Hall on 

Exchange Street. This handbill 

gave people the current standings 

of the race. Frank Huxley of 

Geneva won $100 for walking 224 

miles. 



Hit Me with Your Best Shot: Boxing 

For most of the 1800s, boxing was an outlaw sport. It was bareknuckle, violent, and 

often involved gambling. In 1859 New York State specifically banned “ring or prize 

fights.” Between 1896 and 1920 boxing went through several periods of being legal or 

illegal. Athletic clubs, like the Geneva Athletic Club, were a legal venue for the sport.   

 

Some of the youth boxing programs in Geneva were at the Civic Center, the Boys & Girls 

Club, and the Geneva Boxing Team. Athletes have fought in the Golden Gloves 

tournament. A number of Geneva boxers have fought professionally, the most 

successful being Rocky Fratto in the 1980s.  

Geneva native Gloria Peek has been a boxing coach and referee for 

over 30 years. A 2012 Olympic boxing coach, she currently runs an 

adult and youth program in Willingboro, New Jersey. 

The Geneva Boxing Team has trained a number of 

professional boxers. Middleweight Nick Brinson (right) is still 

active with a record of 19 wins, 5 losses, and 2 draws (no 

winner). 

Middleweight Ray Ciancaglini had several untreated concussions 

in his career (1966—1974). After being diagnosed with 

Parkinson’s Syndrome and Dementia Pugilistica, Ray became an 

advocate for concussion awareness in sports. 

Ralph “Rocky” Fratto turned professional in 1976 

and fought for ten years, earning a career record of 

28 wins and 4 losses. One loss was the 1981 World 

Championship title fight in Rochester.  

Restaurant owner Dan Deegan was a boxing fan. In 

addition to traveling to some of the great matches 

of the 1890s, he promoted amateur bouts in 

Geneva until the late 1920s. 



The YMCA has organized youth teams and leagues since the early 20th century. In the 

1950s, Hi-Y clubs offered girls athletic opportunities not available at school. Today, the 

Geneva Y has sports from T-ball and bitty basketball to a competitive swim team. 

 

Youth baseball began with a Midget League for boys age 15 years and younger in 1919. 

The American Legion and Kiwanis sponsored leagues until Geneva Little League was 

established in 1952. Tackle football for kids began in 1963 with the Geneva Junior 

Football League, which remained popular for several decades. Today, lacrosse, soccer, 

and ice hockey compete for youths’ attention.  

The Kids are Alright: Youth Sports 

The Geneva Kiwanis Club began a youth baseball program in 1945 
under the leadership of Asa “Ace” Brooks and George Jenkins  

(back row, center). 

The Geneva Generals youth hockey team formed soon after the Geneva 

Recreation Complex ice rink opened in 1978.The organization now has 

five different teams from the age of three to 14 years old. 

The Geneva YMCA Gators swim team competes against regional teams. 

Qualifying athletes swim in the New York State YMCA Championship. 



For centuries lacrosse was played by Native Americans as a spiritual activity, evolving 

into a sport in the 1800s. Mohawk and Seneca Nation reservations in New York State 

played the game and were a source for lacrosse sticks for non-Natives. Local student Jay 

Covert helped form Hobart College’s first team in 1898, and later started the sport at 

Geneva High School in 1922. He was the team doctor for semi-professional indoor box 

lacrosse, played at the Main Street Armory from 1933 to around 1950. 

 

Many Genevans, men and women, have played lacrosse on college championship teams, 

played professionally, and gone on to coach.  

“They did not play it in high school [in the 1940s], but lacrosse has always been a big 

thing in Geneva. And there was a bunch of us that had sticks and we’d play make-up 

games and stuff like that. And after a while my friend and I, Richie [Knowlton], tried out 

for the semi-pro team or whatever it was. And that’s how I happened to get into it.”  

– Steve Mahan, indoor box lacrosse player 

The Fastest Game on Two Feet: Lacrosse 

Many Geneva men have played 

college lacrosse and earned All-

American status. In the early 1920s 

Henry Wheat, Jr., center in white 

sweater, was an All-American goalie 

for Hobart College. 

Joe Corcoran, right, was the Geneva High School lacrosse coach in 

1956, when he instructed some boys from Cortland Street Elementary 

School. In 1967 he started the lacrosse team at Corning East High 

School and retired with a 206-36 record. 

The Geneva YMCA offers girls’ lacrosse instruction from 

kindergarten through sixth grade. These youth programs feed 

into the school teams beginning in the seventh grade. 

 
Many of Geneva’s box lacrosse opponents were Native 

American teams from New York and Canadian reservations. 

There were injuries and fights in every game, but afterward 

the teams would go out and drink together. 



By 1920 there were more opportunities for adults to play team sports. Geneva was at its 

industrial peak and most companies sponsored teams. Competitive businesses hired 

strong athletes with the understanding they would play for the company. There was an 

industrial league for basketball and baseball. In 1920 teams represented two optical 

companies, three foundries, and a boat company. Over time, industrial leagues were 

replaced by recreational teams with business sponsors. 

 

Until the 1950s, Geneva indoor lacrosse and football teams played on semi-professional 

western New York circuits. There were team sponsors and the athletes earned some 

cash each game.  

Industrial and Semi-Professional Teams 

In 1922 the Glenwood Athletic Club football team were 

the champions of western New York. Joseph McDonough 

(middle row, third from right) became Geneva’s police 

chief and was the namesake for Geneva’s McDonough 

Park baseball field. 

Geneva’s 1948 semi-professional football team was sponsored by  

Michaels Esso, a service station on Main Street. 
Johnny Choffin (front row, third from left) played on the 1939 American 

Can (Canco) softball team. He played semi-pro baseball for several 

years until fast-pitch softball became popular. 

The indoor lacrosse team posed in front of the Armory in the late 1930s. 

Regulars on the front row included team doctor Jay Covert (left), Paul 

“Curly” Byer (fourth from left), and George “Ebo” Albert (third from right). 

The Standard Optical Company (Stoco) joined an industrial league in 

1919 and won the baseball pennant. They dominated the league for 

several years. 



Have a Beer and Throw Something  

In the early 1800s Dutch immigrants from the Hudson Valley may have brought bowling 

to Geneva. By 1850 there was a “bowling saloon” on Water (now Exchange) Street, open 

from 8 a.m. to 10:30 p.m. that promised “good order” was preserved. Some reformers felt 

bowling alleys were the “nurseries of crime” and immoral behavior.  

 

Bowling, quoits, bocce, and cornhole are all social games that require more skill than 

strength. Quoits leagues existed locally for a century beginning in the 1870s. Brought by 

Italian immigrants, bocce tournaments are still popular. Cornhole, a version of beanbag 

toss played by children, has boomed in the 21st century.  

The Social and Athletic Quoit Club of Geneva, with a 

“quoiting” season from May to October, was formed in 1871. 

Quoits is played by tossing steel rings at a pin, or hob, 

embedded in a clay pit. 

The Sons of Italy lodge has indoor and outdoor bocce courts with 

men's women's, and mixed leagues. Annual tournaments include 

the Ralph Gillotte, Sr. Memorial Tournament, shown here.  

In the 1950s Geneva Club Beverage sponsored a youth bowling league. 

This November 1954 photo shows company president Michael Anania, 

second from left, with some of the bowlers. 

In 2015 Genevan Brian Bailey started Finger Lakes 

Cornhole, a business that organizes year-round 

leagues, tournaments, and fundraisers. Played 

indoors or outdoors, the game is popular at area 

breweries and wineries. 

Established in 1959, Sunset Bowl offers modern experiences like Cosmic 

Bowling with lights and music. Leagues for all ages and open bowling 

continue as a foundation of their business. 



The first reported appearance of bicycles in Geneva was August 1880. Three cyclists were 

riding high wheel bikes from Lockport, and “the vehicles with their brightly polished 

nickel trimmings and noiseless rubber tires were examined with much interest.” Short 

foot races were common at fairs and festivals; the distances increased in the 1900s. 

 

Each year the natural beauty around Seneca Lake attracts thousands of athletes to the 

Musselman Triathlon and Seneca7 relay race. Musselman competitors swim in the lake 

before cycling around Seneca County and running through the city and town of Geneva. 

Seneca7 athletes, in teams of 7, run 77.7 miles around Seneca Lake.  

On the Road Again: Cycling and Running 

Road races are a popular local fundraiser. Rylie J’s Boo and 

Brew 5K Halloween run raises money for Camp Onseyawa, a 

camp for children with disabilities. 

In spite of the danger of falling, high wheel bicycles were 

fast and comfortable. They covered a lot of ground for each 

turn of the pedals, and the large wheel absorbed shock from 

the road. 

On May 30, 1912 the YMCA on Castle Street held a “marathon” 

of five miles. 

Held in April, the Seneca7 course leaves the main 

highways and takes runners through the area’s 

orchards and vineyards. 

Musselman athletes change from wetsuits after the swim and 

get ready for the bike portion of the race. 



While golf was played in Charleston, South Carolina in the 1700s, it did not become 

popular in America until the late 1800s. The Geneva Country Club was established in 

1898 for “golf, croquet, tennis and other outdoor games and amusements.” Seneca Lake 

Country Club (1932-2015) was an 18-hole course a few miles south of the city. Big Oak 

Public Golf Course opened in 1965.  

 

A Geneva City Golf Championship between the Geneva and Seneca Lake clubs began in 

1939 and continued until 1968. When it was revived in 1992, it was played on all three 

courses. Since Seneca Lake Country Club closed in 2015, the championship is played at 

Geneva Country Club and Big Oak. 

A Good Walk Spoiled: Golf 

“Club 86 used to have orchestras and different people would come here to perform….You 

know the song, ‘I Left My Heart in San Francisco?’ Well, Tony Bennett came out [to the 

Geneva Country Club]. He’d never played golf in his life and he asked me to teach him…

because all his friends in Vegas and California were playing. So in one week, I had to teach 

him. He actually came out reasonably enough that he could play.” 

-Stan Chizinski, former Geneva Country Club golf pro 

Big Oak Golf Course, north of Geneva, hosts charity golf tournaments for the Boys and Girls Club, the 

fight against cancer, and prevention of domestic violence. In its early years, the front nine (shown 

here) had lights for night time play. 

In 1957 Jim Cook (right) won his first of six Geneva Country 

Club championships as a high school senior. 
The Geneva Country Club’s second clubhouse, built after 1915. 



Throughout the 1800s, swimming was considered bathing. Public bathing, clothed or 

naked, was illegal in Geneva between sunrise and 8 p.m. By 1876 board walls were 

erected along the village shore “by which bathers both old and young may at all hours 

enjoy the luxury of a lake bath without exposure.” 

 

Fish were part of the local diet from earliest occupation into the 19th century. As 

residents no longer relied on the lake for food, sport fishing became popular in the mid-

1800s. Seneca Lake was stocked with trout from state fish hatcheries beginning in 1875. 

Perch and bass were added to the lake in the 20th century.  

Drop Me in the Water: Swimming and Fishing 

Green’s Bathing Beach was south of Long Pier from around 1916 to the early 1930s. It had 

concessions, lifeguards, a diving tower, and a long slide into the lake (right). 

The old Seneca-Cayuga Canal along the lake was a popular 

fishing spot until it was abandoned and filled in the mid-

1900s. 

The National Lake Trout Derby 

began in 1964. Fishermen 

compete for thousands of 

dollars in prizes in four 

categories: lake, brown, and 

rainbow trout, and landlocked 

salmon.  

By the late 1920s the city bought lakefront property near the Seneca Lake 

outlet for a public beach. In 1957 the area became Seneca Lake State Park. 

Annual National Lake Trout Derby logos 

from 1960s, (left) and 2019 


