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Introduction 
The Seneca River is approximately 8.5 miles in length between Seneca Lake and Cayuga Lake. The 

water level of Seneca Lake is approximately 64 feet higher (in terms of height above sea level) than Cayuga 
Lake, with minor “rapids” in the vicinity of present-day Waterloo village and over a 45 foot change in 
elevation1 in the approximately one mile span of the river within what became the village of Seneca Falls. The 
Iroquois referred to the Seneca Falls rapids as “Shaseonce,” meaning “swift rolling water.” Within the rapids in 
Seneca Falls there were some islands that became known as “the Flats.” It was on the Flats that the early 
industries arose, making use of water power created by the rapids. 

Job Smith and Lawrence Van Cleef Are Early Settlers 
European American (white) settlement in the area did not take place until after the end of the American 

Revolutionary War. The first European American to settle in Seneca Falls was Job Smith in 1787. He built a log 
house on the flats and survived on corn meal, wild game and salmon fishing. He made his livelihood primarily 
by using his ox team to portage settlers’ belongings around the rapids, and by some trading with the Cayuga 
Indians. 

Lawrence Van Cleef is considered to be the first permanent settler of present Seneca Falls village. He 
had first seen the natural beauty and economic potential of the area when he camped for one night on the banks 
of the Seneca River as part of the Sullivan Expedition in 1779. In 1789, he returned to this area and found that 
Job Smith had already established himself as a squatter. Van Cleef established himself in a log house on the 
flats, like Smith. Van Cleef built a sawmill off Bridge Street, about where the bandstand in People’s Park stands 
today. In 1794, Van Cleef used lumber from that mill to erect a new house on Fall Street about where later the 
Seneca Falls Hospital would be built. 

In 1792, Elkanah Watson purchased from New York State some 600 acres on the north side of the 
Seneca River (Junius Lot 100). Although he did not legally “own” the property on the flats on which he and 
Van Cleef were living, Job Smith “sold” it to Van Cleef for $500. 

The Bayard Land Company and Wilhelmus Mynderse 
In 1794, Watson partnered with Stephen Bayard, Robert 

Troup and Nicholas Gouverneur to form the Bayard Land 
Company. The company purchased for $2800 a very strategic 100 
acres of land within Junius Lot 100—the land between present-day 
Mynderse Street and Van Cleef Lake, including much of the flats 
and rapids along the Seneca River as well as the present-day main 
business block on Fall Street. In 1795, Wilhelmus Mynderse 
bought a 1/5 share in the company and became the firm’s on-site 
resident agent. This marks the beginning of how this Mynderse 
became one of the most influential village residents for the next 
several years. 

Mynderse soon made an accommodation with Lawrence 
Van Cleef. Van Cleef was allowed to remain in his present house and continue to farm and manage the portage 
business at the rapids. 

1 The 1860 Historical and Statistical Gazetteer of New York State states that the change in elevation in these rapids totals 51 feet. 



      
          

          
       

          
       

       
          

        
     

 
       

   
         

       
        

                    
                

                  
              

                 
                 

                   
              

                     
                     

                
                  

                 
          

 
     

         
           
              
             
          

          
          

         
            

            
          

       
 

          
 

          
          

          
         

                   

In 1795-96, Wilhelmus Mynderse erected 
a grist mill that became known as the Upper Red 
Mills. It was located on the north side of the 
Seneca River, about where present-day Fall Street 
disappears into Van Cleef Lake. It was a two and 
a half-stories building erected on a stone 
basement, with the exterior wooden walls painted 
red. This meant that the settlement now had both a 
sawmill and a gristmill and the settlement became 
known as Mynderse’s Mills. 

Bayard Company Buys Up Water Rights on 
the Seneca River 

In a series of land purchases in 1798, 
1809, and 1816, the Bayard Land Company 
bought more land so that the company controlled 
all waterpower on the Seneca River within the village. It was clear that the goal of this company was industrial 
development, not encouraging settlement. This means that Seneca Falls will have a later start in urban 
development compared to nearby Geneva and Waterloo. It also helps to explain why even though it will become 
the largest village within Seneca County that it did not become the county seat. 

In 1803, Wilhelmus Mynderse constructed a grain storehouse. Three years later he has built a wool 
carding and fulling mill. Millard Fillmore—later a U.S. President--in the early 1810s worked in this mill. In 
1807, he built a new and larger grist mill, near the present-day Barge Canal lock off Seneca Street. 

At this time, Mynderse Mills—as the community was increasingly known—had the reputation of 
producing the best flour in all of New York State. While this might have been partially a result of the newer 
grist mill, it was probably mostly due to the fine quality of the Seneca wheat being grown in the area. 

Remember that Mynderse was the on-site agent for the Bayard Land Company. This company also 
controlled the movement of boats along the rapids. Typically, the boats were emptied of their cargo which was 
portaged around the rapids/falls, and the empty boats were then hauled up the rapids/falls. Between 1801 and 
1806 a yearly average of about 60 boats were handled. 

The Company Village of Seneca 
In 1815, the Bayard Land Company formally established 

the village of Seneca. The Company hired James Geddes to draw 
up plans (shown at right) for a village of Seneca on the north side 
of the river, with wide streets named Cayuga, Fall and State to be 
the site for large mansions for the wealthier businessmen and 
residents. Commercial space was relegated to small lots on Lower 
Fall Street. Significantly, no provision made in the Geddes Plan 
for where workers and ordinary townsfolk would live. 

By 1825 the Bayard Land Co. was forced to sell out, 
making the land along the Seneca River was available. This led to 
a building and population boom in the Mynderse Mills settlement 
which was becoming known as Seneca Falls. 

The Cayuga Bridge, the Great Genesee Road and the Seneca 
Turnpike 

David Hanna in his book Seneca Falls: Rights, Railroads, 
Religion profoundly but simply stated, “The key to Seneca Falls’ 
future growth lay in transportation connections and in this regard, 
the settlement was singularly blessed.” More and more people 
were moving to the western part of New York State, following the Phelps and Gorham Purchase of 1788. As 



                  
                   

      
                  

                    
   

      
     

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
    

   
    

    
    

   
   
   

    
    

   
   

                  
                   

                     
                   

                 
                  

                 
                

                 
                  

                   
  

 
     

                   
                  

                 
                   
                 

                   
              

          
                 

  
                 

early as 1787, the state provided for a Genesee Road from Rome to Geneva. Starting in 1797, this continuously-
improved road came up Bayard Street to Seneca Falls, going down Seneca Street and crossing the flats and then 
continue west on Fall Street. 

In 1789, James Bennett and John Harris had started a ferry service across Cayuga Lake. The Genesee 
Road proceeded west to the lake, making use of the ferry service, and then the Road continued west. In 1797, 

Wilhelmus Mynderse had 
seen the need for a bridge 
across Cayuga Lake as a 
key improvement over the 
limitations of the ferry 
service. To help finance 
such a bridge, Mynderse 
joined with four partners 
to form the Cayuga 
Bridge Company. Two 
partners, John Harris and 
Joseph Annin, had 
interests in land and 
taverns in the Bridgeport 
area. The other two 
partners, Thomas Morris 
and Charles Williamson, 
had landholdings in 
western New York. The 
Cayuga Bridge opened in 
September 1800. Local 
residents living within 

three miles of the bridge were exempt from the bridge tolls. This bridge was poorly constructed and was 
destroyed by ice in the spring of 1808. Fortunately, the company had built another bridge about two miles north 
in 1807 and this alternate bridge was used until a new bridge on the original bridge site was completed in 1813. 
This second Cayuga Bridge lasted until 1833. A third Cayuga Bridge was used from 1833 to about 1857. 

In 1800 the Seneca Turnpike Company took control of the Great Genesee Road. Although tolls were 
charged for the use of this road, the state had ingeniously managed to finance vitally needed road improvements 
by private ownership and operation. This turnpike quickly became the most important turnpike in all of New 
York State. Because its route passed directly through Seneca Falls, the village was to benefit greatly. 

Stagecoaches had begun operating starting September 20, 1797, taking three days to travel from Utica to 
Geneva. By 1809 the Old Line Mail stagecoach company was operating. By 1813, the traveling time from Utica 
to Canandaigua had been reduced to 2 days. It was a bumpy, dusty journey but if provided rather quick 
transportation. 

Location of the 3 Waterfalls 
It can be argued that falls as a natural phenomenon never existed, that instead there were just rapids. 

These rapids existed because there was approximately a 42-foot of drop (west to east) inside the village. The 
Iroquois referred to them as “Shaseonce,” meaning “swift rolling water.” The construction of the first canal 
locks on the Seneca River (see section below), starting in 1815, led to the creation of 3 man-made waterfalls 
where previously there had been rapids. These waterfalls created a large source of water power for many 
industries that flourished in the village prior to the Civil War in an island area known as the Flats. 

The “upper falls” was located approximately midway between drawing imaginary extensions of Clinton 
and Mynderse streets all the way to the Seneca River. 

The “middle falls” was located almost directly south of an imaginary line extending south of State 
Street. 

The “lower falls” were located east of the present double locks of the Cayuga-Seneca Canal. 



   
    

    
    

    
    

   
    

   
   

 
    

   
 

   
  

   
    

    
   

   
   

    
                      

                
 

 
     

  
     

   
    

    
     
   

    
     

    
   

    
   

    
    

     
   

    
     

    
    
  

                
                   

The map 
shows the location of 
all 3 waterfalls, as 
well as the portions 
of the Flats (shaded 
in blue green) that 
were flooded when 
the canal on the 
Seneca River was 
redone in 1915. 

First Drawing of the 
Village of Seneca 
Falls 

In 1816-17, 
Wilhelmus Mynderse 
built Mechanics Hall 
on Lower Fall Street 
near the new Ovid 
Street bridge site. 

The first 
known drawing of 
the village of Seneca 

Falls was done in 1817. It shows 28 of the estimated 34 buildings that made up the village. It shows that the 
largest buildings were the Upper Red Mills, the Mechanics Hall, and the Presbyterian Church constructed in 
1817. 

The First Canal on the 
Seneca River 

The rapids in the 
settlement of Mynderse 
Mills were a major 
obstacle to transport of 
goods and people on the 
Seneca River. Elisha 
Williams of Hudson, NY 
was among the first to 
improve the Seneca River 
by constructing a 
hydraulic lock for water 
power purposes at 
Waterloo. In 1812 the 
proprietors of the mills 
and water way rights in 
Seneca Falls and Skoy
yase (Waterloo) applied to 
the legislature for aid in 
rendering the falls and 
rapids navigable for boats. 
These visionary 
businessmen saw that a canal connecting the two lakes would promote commercial and agricultural interests in 
the counties of Tioga, Steuben, Ontario and Seneca. The main products to be transported on the canal would be 



                 
                     

                 
                   

                    
             

                  
                     

                      
                 

    
   

   
   

  
  

    
   
   

   
   

   
   
   
   
   

  
   

    
    

   
   

  
 

        
                   

                  
                  

                   
                   

                 
                     

               
                

                 
                  

                  
                     

                
           

                  
                    

flour, salt, plaster of Paris, and all kinds of grains. Surveyor General Simeon DeWitt surveyed the Schauyes 
rapids and Seneca Falls and reported to the state legislature on February 1, 1813. By Chapter 144 of the laws of 
the State of New York, passed April 6, 1813, the Seneca Lock Navigation was incorporated. Capital stock 
would be sold at $25 each. Apparently the state legislature realized just how much such a canal would benefit 
the economy of the entire state that the state act of incorporation for this company included a provision that the 
state would purchase half of the initial 1000 shares in the company. 

Construction work started in 1813. The state legislation mandated that the canal locks “be not less than 
twelve feet broad at the bottom or base, nor any lock less than seventy feet long between the gates.” The canal 
was to be 40 feet wide and from three to four feet deep. Although originally the canal was to be completed in 
five years, extensions were granted. The first boat, however, passed the newly constructed locks at Seneca Falls 

on June 14, 1818. 
The entire nine 
miles long canal 
was completed in 
1821. Its 
minimum depth 
was three feet. The 
largest boats were 
twenty tons and 
were propelled by 
pike pole. Along 
the canal there 
were eight locks 
made of stone. 
Three of these 
locks were inside 
Seneca Falls 
village, each with 
a ten-foot lift, one 
was at the hamlet 
of Kingdom, and 
three were inside 
Waterloo Village. 

Connection with the Erie Canal and Other Canals 
Construction of the Erie Canal began in 1817 and was completed in October 1825. The Canal was 363 

miles long, four feet deep, and passed through the northeast corner of Seneca County. The state then wasted 
little time connecting the Seneca River with the Erie Canal. The NYS Legislature authorized on April 20, 1825 
the construction of the Cayuga and Seneca Canal from Geneva to a junction with the Erie Canal at Montezuma, 
a distance of twenty-one miles. Almost all of this route was in Seneca County. The cost of construction was 
$160,396.78 plus $53,603.53 paid to the Seneca Lock Navigation Company for its rights. The state opened the 
Cayuga and Seneca Canal to the public on November 15, 1828. There were eleven locks with a total of 83.5 feet 
of total lifting or lowering between Seneca Lake and the Erie Canal at Montezuma. 

The Cayuga and Seneca Canal had momentous economic impact upon the county. The Waterloo and 
Seneca Falls areas were now connected with the outside world by a very practical and improved transportation 
system. The towpath constructed along the canal route meant that now boats were by towed by mules and 
horses rather than polled by man power. Fleets of canal boats bearing farm produce and merchant goods floated 
to and through the villages of Waterloo and Seneca Falls. Rates on the Erie Canal (five mills per ton per mile) 
were much less than the nearby competing Cayuga Bridge (30 cents per ton-mile). Packet boats carrying 
citizens for business or pleasure were competing with the stage coach. 

Two other canals were soon built nearby, enhancing the economic use of the Cayuga and Seneca Canal. 
In 1833 the completed Chenango Canal extended from Elmira to Watkins with 53 locks and a rise of 516 feet. 

http:53,603.53
http:160,396.78


                     
                  

                    
         

      
      

    
    

    
     

      
      

       
     

     
     

       
                     

                 
             

 
    

                    
                

                  
                    

                 
                    

                    
   

 
       

                
                  
                

                  
               
       

             
                

                 
                     

            
                  

              
         

                   
  

This meant that much produce from the southern tier could now be brought to Seneca Lake and then to the Erie 
Canal by the Cayuga and Seneca Canal. The Crooked Lake Canal from Penn Yan to Dresden was completed 
that same year, consisting of 28 locks in seven miles. Prior to its abandonment in 1870 this canal gave much 
impetus to the prosperity of the Keuka Lake region. 

When all the branch canals 
of the Erie were completed, boats 
traveled from the Pennsylvania 
coal regions—a major fuel 
source—via canals, the Chemung 
River, Seneca Lake, and the 
Cayuga and Seneca Canal and the 
Erie Canal. An aqueduct was built 
in 1848 to carry the Canal waters 
over the lower summer-waters of 
the Seneca River. Named the 
Richmond Aqueduct in honor of 
its designer and builder, it was the 

second largest aqueduct on the Canal. Brought into use by 1856, it was 894 feet long, 50 feet wide inside, and 
seven feet deep. Thirty piers and two abutments of Onondaga limestone supported a heavy timber flume which 
carried the canal over the river. Thirty-one stone arches supported the towpath. 

An Explosion of Industry 
This new canal on the Seneca River and resulting good access to water power led to a boom in industrial 

development between 1825 and 1832. These news industries included at least three more flour mills and 
sawmills; new factories: a distillery; a cloth-dressing, fulling and carding mill, a paper mill; a sash factory; a 
carriage factory; a clock factory; a cotton mill; and a furnace and machine shop. Given the existence of all these 
industries—made possible by the falls and the canal—it is not surprising that when the village was formally 
incorporated as a village on April 22, 1831 that its name was Seneca Falls. Seneca Falls had grown from a 
population of about 265 in 1827 to some 3000 people in 1840, making it the 19th largest community in New 
York State. 

Some Specific Industries on The Flats 
As the nineteenth century progressed, many industrial changes evolved in the Flats, in keeping with the 

needs and economics of the times. The flouring mills gave way to diversification and the emergence of the 
pump building industries. The Rumsey Works was an important plant in the lower industrial area. Upstream 
from there was the Silsby Manufacturing Company, started in 1848 on Dey’s Island and known as the Island 
Works, which became world-famous for the manufacture of steam-operated fire engines. Further west was the 
Downs and Company, another pump manufacturer. 

Every pump manufacturer in town made other metal items—stove parts, sausage stuffers, meat 
choppers, bootjacks, corn shellers, flatirons and bells--especially in “slack seasons.” Just prior to the Civil War, 
Downs and Company fell on hard times, so it started making knitting machines and running knitting machines 
to make socks and arms and legs for long underwear. Soon after the death of Abel Downs in 1869 the three 
remaining partners incorporated the business as Goulds Manufacturing Company. Another pump builder, 
Cowing & Company, had a plant located on the upper island, west of the Ovid Street Bridge. 

Local factories were producing such other items as plaster, bricks, lumber, sashes, rulers, barrels, 
furnaces, clocks, paper, and cotton and woolen goods. 

The 1876 drawing at left below shows the nature of several of the industries located near the upper and 
middle falls. 



 
 
 
 

                 
                     

               

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Below left are shown the buildings of the Goulds Manufacturing Company that are shown in yellow and 
pink on the 1886 Sanborn map shown below right. In that Sanborn map the course of the canal is clearly named; 
the course of the Seneca River is at the far left on the map. 



                      
          

 
                   

                     
                    

       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is an 1873 aerial view of the main part of the village of Seneca Falls. Note the many industries located on 
islands on the Seneca River—the area known as “the Flats.” 

The 1894 picture below is looking west from the Goulds warehouse, with a very small portion of the Ovid 
Street Bridge shown at the very bottom of the photo. Note how crowded the industries were on the Flats. At the 
upper right are shown the back sides of buildings on the main block of Fall Street. The Seneca Knitting Mill 
building is shown at the upper left. 



                   
                   
                    

              
     

 
    

                 
         

       
        

       
       

        
          
       
         
          
        

         
        

          
                  

   
             

       
    
       

         
      

      
     

    
    

       
      
       
      

          
     

         
     

Many of the workers in the industries located in the Flats lived in approximately 50 residential houses in 
the Dey and Lawrence Streets area of the Flats. (The postcard at right below looks through the railroad arch 
near Cayuga Street down Dey Street and shows some of the residences in the Flats. The 1914 picture at left 
shows residences on Lawrence Street from Dey Street—they look like those of residential neighborhoods 
elsewhere in the village.) 

Demise of the Falls 
The coming of the railroad in 1841 provided major competition for the Cayuga-Seneca Canal and the 

entire Erie Canal. The State of New York continued 
to make improvements to the canals, typically 
creating larger and deeper locks so as to 
accommodate increasingly larger barges and boats. 

Starting about 1909, New York State 
undertook a major improvement to the entire state 
canal system, basically as a last attempt to make the 
canal system competitive with railroads. (The 1912 
photo at right shows the construction of the new 
stone walls of the canal in the area between Ovid 
Street and Bridge Street bridges. Note the remnants 
of the old canal, raceways and buildings.) The five 
tiny locks were replaced with a large two-lock 
combine of 49 foot lift. (The c. 1990 aerial view 
below shows these 2 adjacent locks that were constructed in 1915 and the artificial reservoir that became Van 
Cleef Lake.) 

Industries located on the islands of the 
Flats either went out of business or 
relocated. The Goulds Manufacturing 
Company relocated all of its operations to 
its new branch plant in the western part of 
the village. The Rumsey Pumps, Ltd. 
relocated to Prospect Hill, which later 
became the location of Sylvania 
Electronics. The Seneca Falls 
Manufacturing (Seneca Falls Machine 
Shop) relocated to west Fall Street. Some 
building materials of the various industrial 
buildings were salvaged by a New Jersey 
company, with the remnants simply used 
as “fill” for the base of the new course of 
the canal. Approximately 25 residences 
were moved up out of the Flats to other 
parts of the town. 



                   
                  

         
       

       
      

       
       

       
       

        
         

        
       

         
        

          
                   

          
            

   
            

              
  
  

 
 

 
 
 

  
  

         
         

           
           

          
 

   
           

         
          

  
          

          
         

          
            

          
                  

                 
   

The actual flooding of the Flats was completed on August 20, 1915. The water level inside the village 
was raised approximately 40 feet. The reservoir created to provide an adequate supply of water for the new 
locks was at first known as Silsby Lake, in 
honor of the Silsby Company that produced 
over 1000 steam fire engines for North 
American communities. Just like the “falls” 
were technically not falls, this “lake” was 
technically not a lake because it was man-
made. Mynderse Van Cleef offered the village 
board of trustees $500 towards improving the 
surroundings of this body of water if they 
would permit him to select the name for this 
new village lake. The village board wrote to 
the State Board of Geographic Names in 
support of this name change. In an October 27, 
1916 letter the State Board notified the village 
of the name change. (The picture at right is a 
postcard with the name Silsby Lake. The picture at left below shows the historic marker erected to indicate why 
Mynderse Van Cleef chose the name Van Cleef Lake. 

Adjacent to the new locks in Seneca Falls was the new electric 
power generating plant. 

The creation of this Van Cleef Lake came at the expense 
of what had been the falls of Seneca Falls. The loss of the falls 
could not 
erase from 

our 
memories 

the 
crucially 
important 
role that 
these falls 

had played in the thriving economic development of the 
village in the 19th century. Similarly, the official demise 
of the village of Seneca Falls in December 2011 did not 
destroy the rich history of the village of Seneca Falls but 
rather only marked the beginning of a new chapter. 

More Recent History 
In the 1960s, an Aqua Festival was held an August 

weekend each year. Thousands came to Seneca Falls for 
the largest street parade on Friday night and the Sunday 
afternoon Aquacade. 

In June 1972, the Hurricane Agnes rains raised the 
water level of both Seneca Lake and Cayuga Lake about 
three feet overnight. There were serious concerns that the 
lock in Waterloo would not hold back the huge water run
off from Seneca Lake and that much of the lower areas of 
Seneca Falls and points east would be flooded out. 

In 1992, the New York State Canal Corporation became a subsidiary of the New York State Thruway 
Authority. In 2015, the New York State Canal Corporation became a subsidiary of the New York State 
Department of Transportation. 


