Seneca County Board of Supervisors History

(based on an article by Betty Auten, The Geneva Times, July 27, 1970)

The Board of Supervisors in 1804

The Seneca County Board of Supervisors had its first meeting, held in Ovid on Oct. 2, 1804. At that meeting there was no representative from Waterloo or Seneca Falls. It wasn’t until 1830 that Seneca County had supervisors for the 10 townships that now comprise the county.

At that first meeting in 1804 Silas Halsey was chairman. Other representatives were: John Livingston, Hector, clerk; Lewis Birdsall, Junius; John Sayre, Romulus; Israel Callin, Washington; and Arch Green, Ulysses.

Before 1772 this area was part of Albany County. For several years after that those who were brave enough to live among the Indians and wolves in Central New York were never certain in what county they resided. In 1772 part of Albany County became Tyron County. In this instance even the name was dropped when a change was made. Tyron became Montgomery County. In 1791 part of Montgomery became Herkimer, in 1794 Herkimer lost some of its area to Onondaga, then five years later, Cayuga County came into existence. When Seneca County was organized on March 24, 1804 Cayuga County lost a share of its land area. Seneca County, at least for a time, extended from an area south of Cayuga and Seneca Lakes to Lake Ontario. Seneca County’s turn came in 1817 when Tompkins County was formed and it was reshuffled again in 1823 with the formation of Wayne County.

At the first board of supervisors meeting with all 10 townships, those present were: Dr. Thomas C. Magee, Tyre, chairman; James DeMott, Ovid, clerk; Jonathan Dimon, Dovert; John DeMott, Lodi; John Sayre, Romulus; Anthony Dey, Varick; Benjamin Woodruff, Fayette; Richard P. Hunt, Waterloo; Jacob Larzelere, Seneca Falls; and Allen Hammond, Junius.

The proceedings were printed in the newspaper until 1856. At that time following a resolution by George S. Conover of Varick the annual proceedings were printed in pamphlet form.

The Board of Supervisors in 1868

Forty years later, in 1868, the roll call read as follows: Gilbert Wilcoxen, Seneca Falls, chairman; Minor T. Coburn, Covert; James Jones, Lodi; James Ferguson, Ovid; James Blain, Romulus; Calvin Willers, Varick; Warren P. Kuney, Fayette; Henry Warner, Waterloo; John Nearpass, Tyre; and William Barnes, Junius. Silas Kinne was clerk.

At that time and for many years to come, the board of supervisors met only during November. It met generally mornings and afternoons and there were 15 meetings during the year.

The clerk of the board’s salary was $150 per annum; the district attorney’s, $400. A petition was submitted in 1868 to build a new jail in Waterloo. Dr. Samuel R. Welles was appointed doctor for the Waterloo jaila nd Dr. Henry W. Struble for the Ovid jail. A prisoner’s board cost the county $3.75 a week.

The official county newspapers were The Seneca Falls Reveille and The Ovid Bee.  The county clerk at that time was John B. Murray now heralded as the co-sponsor of the first Memorial Day observance.

The income for 1867 was $233,114.43; the expenditures, $218,143.32. Appropriations included state tax, state tax for school purposes, court expenses, poor house, road tax, repairs and aid for lunatics, the blind and the deaf and dumb asylum. Items noted in the audit included paints, law books, medicine, rent to John T. Becker for a room used for a coroner’s inquest and for spitoons for the grand jury room. The county clerk submitted an appropriation for $1,407.98 and received $1,357.98; the sheriff’s appropriation was for $1,373.73. He received $376.53.

Supervisors received $2 a day allowance and 8 cents a mile travel expense. Their totals were from a low of $60 to a high of $100. The supervisor from Tyre traveled the most, 178 miles; the one from Romulus, the lest, 45.

The Board of Supervisors in 1917

Fifty years later, in 1917, the supervisors were: Daniel M. Kellogg, Covert; Roswell C. Traphagen, Lodi, chairman; Maynard Finton, Ovid; Lewis Jones, Romulus;  Chester Slaughter, Varick; Melvin Ritter, Fayette; Oliver C. Cone, Waterloo; William Savage, Seneca Falls; Elmer Carver, Tyre; and Arthur Cross, Junius. The clerk of the board was James A. Starr of Junius.

The official newspaper was The Seneca County Standard.

In 1917 the board of supervisors were in session for 46 days. There were 34 regular meetings, seven special and five as a Board of Canvassers.

Expenditures for the highway department in 1917 reached an all time high, $65,209.68. Item after item, in the annual report was related to turnpike and bridge repair. It was noted in turnpiking roads the work was done by steam or gasoline traction power. In Ovid they built a 100 ton crusher bin but had been unable to get the necessary screen and elevator parts. Romulus was using a small oil tractor which did good work in turnpiking and concrete culverts. It was noted that the tractor did the work of 4 teams. According to Fred A. Potter, county superintendent of highways, the dirt roads were the best in the county. Nonetheless, macadam was the “now” thing and nearly every township was starting to build water-bound macadam roads. The scarcity of materials, especially in the northern part of the county caused a delay and some of the supervisors noted that road work would have to wait until spring.

The sticky black oozy liquid, hot tar, was also used in other ways, in 1917, according to the annual report. Some of the towns replaced the old planks floors of bridges. They lined the steel floor of the bridge with 2 by 4 lumber, spiked together. This was covered with hot tar and ground or crushed stone. According to the report, “this type of bridge is durable, noiseless and inexpensive.”

The county clerk’s report showed no motor vehicle fees or financing fees, the two items which today account for most of the money received in the county clerk’s office.

The supervisors meetings carried over into the second month and World War I provided a resolution, new to the county. On Dec. 14, the board appointed certain people to supervise the burial of honorably discharged servicemen who served in the Army of the United States. This included those who served in the War of Rebellion, the Mexican War and World War I.

At the end of the meetings it was noted there had been four soldiers’ burials. Coroner’s reports included the name of the deceased. It was noted there were a number of those who were never identified.

In 1917 James O’Connor was sheriff, George Purcell, county clerk, Bernard T. Matthews, deputy clerk and John E. Becker, notary public.

The supervisors now received $4 a day and mileage allotments were from a low of nothing for Waterloo and Fayette to 1,500 miles for the man from Ovid.

The Board of Supervisors in 1968

This year’s list of supervisors must begin with William S. Long of Waterloo. Bill is now serving his 17th term as supervisor of Waterloo. Michael Gladis, Seneca Falls, is chairman. Others are: Charles L. Nelson, Fayette; Lawrence J. Wilkins, Ovid; Duane W. Marks, Junius; Gordon C. Brand, Tyre; John Swanson, Covert; C. Duane Warne, Varick; Alfred Ahouse, Lodi; and Alton R. Conkling,, Romulus.

The total appropriations for 1968 were $3,942,368.29. Revenues were $2,509,537.04 and the real estate tax levy was set at $1,432,831.25. As representatives of the 10 townships, the board of supervisors can be listed as big business tycoons although they would probably consider themselves lucky if they have more than change in their pockets at any given time.

Some Observations Then and in 1968

In 1868 and also in 1829, one of the county’s biggest expenses was the care of the needy. Today this is still at the top of the list.

In 1868 the board of supervisors took time out to concern itself with little things such as reimbursing a man the cost of a sheep, killed by a dog.

Today, the board of supervisors is still concerned with little things, children. The hardship of children such as those who come from broken homes receive assistance through foster homes, the enjoyment for children is provided through funds to playgrounds and recreation centers.

In 1917 the county board was sympathetic towards its fellow man and demonstrated this by providing official escort for its servicemen. In 1968 the board official noted its sorrow at the death of former friends including the late Robert F. Kennedy.
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