
THE HISTORY CENTER PRESENTS 

A WALK THROUGH 

DOWNTOWN 

Our self-guided tour begins on the Ithaca Commons, just 

in front of the Bernie Milton Pavilion and Center Ithaca. 

Many of the buildings included are still used as  

businesses, office spaces, and residences, so please be 

This tour is free for the public, but dona-

tions are always welcome. For more info, 

call 273.8284 or visit 

www.TheHistoryCenter.net. 

401 E. State Street 

Suite 100 

Ithaca, NY  14850 

The Hollister family, in addition to causing the 1871 fire, was 
plagued with horrible luck. Thirteen years later, Mrs. Harriet 

Hollister received a shock from a sink. An old telegraph wire 
had been crossed with a new electric wire, making their entire 
house at 24 South Aurora Street live with electricity. 

(23) THE FIRST SUNDAE 

Chester Platt, the proprietor of the Platt & Colt Pharmacy 
(which once occupied 216 E. State Street), is held as the crea-

tor of the ice cream sundae. On Sunday, April 3, 1892, he in-
vited Reverend John M. Scott to his pharmacy for a regular 
meeting after services at the Unitarian Church, where he was 

also church treasurer. He ordered two vanilla ice creams for 
himself and the reverend, topping both with cherries and 
syrup before serving. Reverend Scott recommended naming it 

after the day it was createdτSunday. Chester Platt's ad in the 
October 5, 1892 edition of the Ithaca Daily Journal stands as 
the oldest known record of any ice cream sundae. 

THE MAP 

Image courtesy of Tompkins County GIS.  

www.tompkins-co.org/gis/ 

THE TOUR The Friends of the Library Book Sale continues to this day. The 
library was officially given to Tompkins County in 1968. 

(4) WHARTON STUDIOS/CRESCENT THEATER 

The Wharton Brothers opened their film studio at 

Stewart Park from 1913 to 1919, bringing famed 
directors and actors such as Pearl White, Irene 
Castle, Oliver Hardy, and Lionel Barrymore (Drew 
Barrymore's grandfather). This site, formerly the 

Crescent Theater, was the first theater built solely 
for films. 

Ithaca played a huge role in the silent film indus-
try while the studio remained. In 1920, the Whar-

ton Brothers moved to California due to the 
ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ LǘƘŀŎŀΩǎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜΦ 

(5) THE OSBORN HOUSE 

William H. Miller, one of the first graduates of the 
Cornell Architecture Program, designed many of 

the buildings in Ithaca, including the Osborne 
House. Agda Osborn, known to many Ithacans as 
the Volunteer, lives on in the house's name. The 

Victorian building recently opened as the William 
Henry Miller Inn, a name honoring the achievements of its 
ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘΦ Lǘǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎ ǘŀƪŜ ǇǊƛŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ǊƛŎƘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ 

(6) FIRST UNITARIAN CHURCH 

The Unitarian Church was founded by community members at 
the encouragement of Ezra Cornell, who wanted a liberal 

church in town. It was founded as the Church of Christian Unity 
in 1866 following a year of successful Unitarian meetings. In 
1873, the first church building, a wood structure, was built one 

block east of the current site. The building burned in 1893 
when an oil burner used by the Ithaca Conservatory of Music 
toppled to the ground. A prolific architect, William H. Miller 

designed the current Unitarian Church in 1893, donating his 
services in memory of his mother. The current building was 
redesigned by Charles White to accommodate a larger atten-
dance. 

(7) SAINT PAUL'S METHODIST CHURCH 

In 1790, the first Methodist meeting house opened in the cabin 

of Mr. and Mrs. McDowell, growing to eighteen members. The 
church built on Aurora Street in the first part of the nineteenth 
century was plain and gender-segregated. Its name was chosen 

in honor of Paul, whose writings in the New Testament con-
tribute greatly to most modern forms of Christianity, and to 
ƭƛƴƪ LǘƘŀŎŀϥǎ aŜǘƘƻŘƛǎǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ tŀǳƭΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘǿƛŘŜ Ƙǳπ

manitarian and witnessing messages. The current building was 
redesigned in 1909 by the Brown & Davis of Chicago Architec-
tural Firm. 

(8) TEMPLE BETH-EL 

Temple Beth-El was founded in 1924. The current building was 
constructed in 1928, with much of the style derived from Mid-

dle Eastern architectural influences. The synagogue is affiliated 

 (1) THE ITHACA COMMONS 

The Ithaca Commons, built in 
1974, was the first pedestrian 

mall in New York State. During 
ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊΣ LǘƘŀŎŀΩǎ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ 
fever brings bands and events to 

the Commons, including the 
Ithaca Festival & Spring Craft 
Show, which attracts over 35,000 
people. 

When fall comes around, the 

Ithaca Commons hosts the Apple 
Harvest Festival. Orchards bring 

the apples, and restaurants set up 

tents to quickly serve the hungry 
crowds. After education, agricul-
ture is Tompkins County's second-

largest industry, and the harvest 
event is very important. 

(2) A COLLEGE PRANK GONE WRONG 

Walking up North Tioga Street, you will see a large building that 
houses Starbucks and the Hilton Garden Inn. On February 20th, 
1894, Henrietta Jackson of Mill Street (now Court Street) was the 

cook for a banquet hall on North Tioga. She was killed during the 
freshman dinner by a Cornell sophomore class prank. They wired 
a mechanism to release chlorine gas into the hall. At 11 PM, Mrs. 

Jackson collapsed. She died several minutes later. Students col-
lapsed shortly thereafter and were carried out to be resuscitated. 
Police found holes drilled in the kitchen floor through which the 

gas was released. 

The death of Henrietta Jackson and severe illness of the students 
caused widespread shock in the community. That March, the Phi 
Kappa Psi fraternity convention in Pennsylvania was the first 

fraternity to put itself on the record against hazing. The delegate 
from Cornell University was very supportive of the resolution. 

(3) THE CORNELL PUBLIC LIBRARY ASSOCIATION 

In 1862, Ezra Cornell initiated plans to build a library for Tomp-

kins County residents. He purchased a building on the southeast 
corner of Tioga and Seneca. The NY Legislature chartered an or-

ganization called the Cornell Public Library Association in April of 
1864. Circulation began in 1867. Initially, the public library had 
strong ties to Cornell. The first meeting of the new Cornell faculty 

in 1868 took place in the library, along with early classes and 
commencement exercises. From 1908 to 1929, the Happy Hour 
Movie Theater operated in the building. 

The library closed on July 15, 1932, due to the Great Depression. 

Following World War II, a new organization called Friends of the 
Library was established to raise funds and develop supporters for 
the Tompkins County Public Library through annual book sales. 

http://www.TheHistoryCenter.net


with Conservative Judaism. Ithaca 
has been home to a vibrant Jewish 

community for over a century, 
with Hillel programs on both 
Ithaca and Cornell campuses, and 

a community Jewish organization 
that facilitates cultural interactions 
among the various Jewish groups. 

(9) SECOND TOMPKINS COUNTY 
COURTHOUSE 

The courthouse was constructed in 

1854. It was the first Gothic Re-
vival courthouse in New York 
State. It is listed on the National 

Register of Historic Places. 

(10) NORTH CAYUGA STREET 

As you walk back towards the 
Commons, you are traveling along the route taken by the 
Ithaca Festival Parade each year. The Ithaca Festival began in 

1977 and has grown into one of the most vibrant small-town 
events in the Finger Lakes. In 1977, the festival was called 
ά/ŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴ LǘƘŀŎŀέ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀ ϷмрΣрлл ƎǊŀƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
National Endowment for the Arts. It took place in September 

and lasted 14 days. Today, the Ithaca Festival takes place on 
the first weekend in June. Artists, vendors, and restaurants 
come out in full force with brightly-colored tents. Each year, 

activities are planned based on the festival theme. 

(11) BEEBE-HALSEY HOUSE 

The Beebe-Halsey House is the oldest building on DeWitt Park. 
Jeremiah S. Beebe was one of the three partners who built the 
Clinton House and was the director of many banks. The house 

was sold to the Halsey family in 1850. 

(12) THE WILLIAMS HOUSE 

This Neoclassical home was designed by a local architect, Clin-
ton L. Vivian, for Roger B. Williams. Mr. Williams was the direc-
tor of the First National Bank, a trustee of Cornell University, 
and a president of the Board of Education. He became presi-

dent of the First National Bank in 1908. The building is also 
known as the Speno House. 

(13) DEWITT PARK 

DeWitt Park was named for Simeon DeWitt, the surveyor-
general of New York from 1784 - муопΦ 5Ŝ²ƛǘǘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ LǘƘŀŎŀΩǎ 

physical boundaries through purchase and sale of building lots. 
Lƴ мулсΣ Ƙƛǎ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ 5Ŝ²ƛǘǘ ǇŀǊƪ ŀǎ ŀ άǇǳōƭƛŎƪ 
ǎǉǳŀǊŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ 5Ŝ²ƛǘǘ tŀǊƪ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƭŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎōȅǘŜǊƛŀƴ 

Church in 1810 with stipulation that the public square remain 
into perpetuity. In 1856, the church and town agreed that 
ownership of the park would be retained by the church, but 
that Ithaca would have control over the contents and upkeep 

of the land. This agreement is still active. 

(14) FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 

The First Presbyterian Church began as 
the South or Second Presbyterian Church 

of Ulysses. In 1816, the church acquired 
the present property with an adjacent 
public square named for Simeon DeWitt. 

It changed its name to the First Presbyte-
rian Church in 1827. The current building, 
a Romanesque revival church, was com-
pleted in 1901. 

(15) FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH 

Following its founding in the fall of 1821, 

the First Baptist Church moved from its 
Danby home to Ithaca. The first building 
was destroyed by a fire in 1854, and the 

second structure was replaced by the 
current Romanesque revival one in 1890, 
designed by Cornell's own William Henry 

Miller. In 1902, the First Baptist Church joined the women's suf-
frage movement by supporting meetings of the Tompkins County 
Suffrage Association in its church parlor. It was also active in the 

civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. 

(16) THE BOARDMAN HOUSE 

Judge Douglas Boardman 

purchased the house in 
1884. Boardman was the 
first dean of Cornell's law 

school. The building also 
has ties to Ithaca College 
and was purchased by the 

Ithaca Conservatory of 
Music in 1910. It is now an 
office building. 

(17) CLINTON BLOCK HIS-

TORIC DISTRICT 

This suite of buildings is 

listed on the National Register of Historic Places and comprises 
the 1828-1830 Clinton House, 1851 Clinton Hall, and 1847 
Hibbard Block. 

The Clinton House was designed as a hotel and was widely ac-

claimed when it opened. A fourth floor was added in 1872, which 
burnt down on March 23, 1901. The fire began at roughly 6 PM 
with smoke coming from the fourth-floor windows, and by the 

time the volunteer firefighters arrived, the entire top of the 
building was ablaze. Furniture and belongings were salvaged 
from the burning hotel by several Cornell University students. 

The Clinton House was rescued from demolition in 1972 by His-
toric Ithaca. 

Clinton Hall was built in 1851 by Jeremiah S. Beebe, Henry Ackley, 
and Henry Hibbard. It housed shops on the ground floor and an 
open hall with seating for 500 people on the third floor. It was 

restored after a fire by a private developer in the mid-1980s. The 

DID YOU KNOW?  

The City of Ithaca has not been without its ups and 

downs. In 1892, both the Democrats and Republi-

cans forgot to file their nomination forms for mu-

nicipal offices. The already-elected individuals were 

held over for another term. The savings Ithaca ex-

perienced by not having elections was $1500, or 

$35,000 of today's currency value. The forgetfulness 

of both parties is attributed to the rough competi-

tion for State delegates that year. 

1847 Hibbard Block was built by Henry Hibbard to house his gen-
eral store. It also included a third-story meeting space. 

(18) THE STATE THEATER 

The State Theater itself was built just before the first World War 

as an auto dealership. In the 1920s, the Berinstein family pur-
chased the building and converted it into a theater. While it be-
gan as a vaudeville performance houseτa type of mix-and-match 
theatrical entertainment that included one-act plays, comedy 

performances, and dancersτthe theater thrived as a cinema 
house in the 1930s. Following World War II, the State Theater 
experienced several decades of flux, cumulating in a proposed 

demolition in the late 1990s. Historic Ithaca, along with con-
cerned community members, raised funds to restore the theater. 
Today, the nonprofit State Theater organizes its own program-

ming, volunteer staff, and building, drawing a diverse array of 
musicians, comedians, and acting groups to perform in the old 
theater. 

(19) CITY HALL: THE FOUNDING OF ITHACA 

In the Autumn of 1779, Generals Sullivan and Clinton set out to 

destroy the Cayuga and the other five Nations of the Iroquois 
Confederacy. A list of the destruction to property wreaked upon 
the Cayuga Nation during the Campaign included the fields, or-
chards, log homes and storage pits for the Towns of Tiohero (Tea-

Oh-Hero), Cayuga Castle, and Chandot near Ithaca and other 
smaller settlements. Winter provisions put to the axe or burned 
included pastures of cattle and swine, orchards full of apples and 

peaches, fields full of shocks of corn, beans and squash, and 
sealed storage pits full of turnips, potatoes, and other vegetables. 
Though hardly a shot was fired an entire native nation was laid to 

waste. 

(20) THE TOMPKINS COUNTY PUBLIC LIBRARY 

Following several location changes, the Tompkins County Public 
Library moved to the former site of Woolworth Department Store 
on the corner of Green and Cayuga 
Streets. The library opened in its new 

space in 2000. Due to its central loca-
tion, circulation and programming in-
creased. Despite mission successes, the 

library strongly relies on alternative 

funding and the Friends of the Library 
due to limited support in the county's 

budget. 

(21) FLOODING IN ITHACA 

Tourists come to Ithaca to visit the 
beautiful gorges and trails, along with 
the wineries on the shores of Cayuga 

Lake. Much of Ithaca remains covered in 
green forests and gorges because the 
county must take them into account 
when building roads, homes, and other 

human structures. 

When the first Ithacans built the town, considerations such as 

flooding and landslides did not prevent them from building 
along the lake shore and gorges. Buildings built too close to the 
gorges may fall in due to the fragile rock. Cayuga Lake and the 

creeks that feed into it sometimes flood sections of town. Ar-
eas that go under water commonly include the Inlet, but flood-
ing rarely reaches the Commons. Every year, there is a 1% 
chance that a catastrophic hundred-year flood will occur. 

There is a 0.2% chance that an even worse five-hundred-year 
flood will occur. 

In March of 1902, water from all of the gorges poured into 
lower Ithaca, submerging traffic and roads. Flooding delayed 

mail and papers from New York City. 

In 1935, storms and floods caused millions of dollars of dam-
age in Upstate New York, forcing hundreds of families to 
evacuate. Eight people drowned in Ithaca, NY, according to a 

July 8th report in The Pittsburgh Press. While warning technol-
ogy has improved since the early days, Ithaca still floods. 

(22) ITHACA FIRE OF 1871 

On the night of August 22, 1871, a fire began in the 
works of Timothy Hollister on Aurora Street at 11:30 
PM. The fire spread north and west, destroying many 

buildings and homes in the downtown area. The 
Ithaca Hotel caught fire from its proximity to burning 
barns. As the fire ripped through the city, all under-

stood that help was needed to combat the flames. 

Initial telegraphs for assistance went to Owego, thirty
-three miles away, but the receiving telegraph office 

had closed for the evening. After frantic telegraphs to 
neighboring cities, a connection in Buffalo was able to 
announce to Owego that their fire steamer was 

needed. The steamer arrived three hours after the 
fire commenced and was successful in protecting the 
remaining downtown buildings from the fire. The 
damage totaled $100,000, or 1.77 million dollars 

when adjusted for inflation. The three hours of fire 
damage forever changed the downtown area. 


