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A Brief History of West Penfield 

Long before Daniel Penfield and the early settlers came to make homes here, there was life and activity along the 

western most boundary of our town. The Seneca Nation, part of the Iroquois Confederacy came to this area to 

fish and hunt. The Indian Landing was an entrance to the lands of the Seneca, with trails leading off in many 

directions.  

“This is the site of Indian Landing. The most important 

place in the early history of the Genesee Country, all of 

whose trials led to Irondequoit Bay. A gateway of the 

Iroquois Confederacy here were scenes of adventure and 

romance for a period of more than three hundred years, 

involving Indian Wars, the struggle for empire between 

the French and English and the Revolutionary and 

pioneer periods. Religion commerce and war made this 

territory a famous battleground bringing here many noted 

priests, traders, and soldiers. Across the creek is the site 

of Schuyler’s Fort and the lost city of Tryon.  

The first recorded visit of European explorers to come to 

the bay was that of Robert Cavelier Sieur de la Salle, who came here August 10, 1669. (This was still almost 100 

years before the birth of Daniel Penfield) LaSalle was looking for a route to China. They found the Seneca to be 

peaceful and helpful, telling him about the mighty Ohio River. They weren’t successful in reaching the Ohio Trail 

on this trip, but LaSalle continued with other trips that eventually led him to the Gulf of Mexico. 

The French were involved in fur trading and wanted to control the trade. The local natives became less helpful 

and became a problem for the ambitious French. About twenty years after LaSalle’s visit to Irondequoit Bay, 

there came a man, the Marquis de Denonville. His expedition consisted of about 2,000 men, whose purpose was 

seeking revenge on the Seneca that were disrupting their fur trade.  They landed in Irondequoit Bay on July 10, 

1687. They sunk their boats in the shallows of the bay and continued on foot to the Seneca village of Gannagaro. 

The village was deserted because of a warning from Seneca scouts. Denonville’s men burned all of the buildings 

and destroyed the stored and standing corn. Then they moved on to the villages of Totiakton and Gandougarae 

and destroyed them as well. With sick and tired men, Denonville returned to Canada, having failed in his objective 

to wipe out the Seneca braves. 

The French and English continued to battle over control of the region. The French built a trading post on the shore 

of Lake Ontario, in 1717. It stood at a site west of the bay. Not to be outdone the English built a fort to protect 

their interest in the region in 1721, Fort Schuyler, in what is today Ellison Park. (The building that currently stands 

there is a reproduction of the fort). 

Brothers Salmon and John Tryon purchased 200 acres of land along Irondequoit Creek, in the area that is now 

Ellison Park. They planned to sell lots to settlers and lay the foundation for the City of Tryon. To encourage the 

sale of lots they opened a store in 1798. A mill, distillery, ashery, customs house, a local court, and some early 

houses were built. Irondequoit Creek was deeper and wider at this time, allowing much larger schooners to travel 
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on it. The Tryon brothers had hopes of a large city developing at the site, but few people came to Tryon and it 

was abandoned.  

Daniel Penfield began to sell off lots in Penfield in the early 19th century. West Penfield needed a method to go 

over the bay. This was accomplished by the use of a float bridge.  

This was shown on maps as early as the 1850s. Taverns and hotels 

were established on both sides of the bridge. On the east side of the 

bridge J.J. Gruner is listed as owner in 1852; in 1858 it belonged to 

George Klare; W. Monk is listed as the proprietor in 1872; and 

members of the Spies family ran the hotel in 1902, 1924, and 1941.  

This location was later the site of the Flag Hotel, which became the 

Colonial Hotel, and now (2020) is McGregor’s Grill and Taproom. 

Other hotels that existed in West Penfield included the Old Oak 

Hotel, which stood at the intersection of Creek Street and 

Browncroft Blvd., and the Elm Forks Hotel, at the intersection of 

State and Plank Roads.                           

To escape the summer heat before the days of central air conditioners, 

residents went to the shoreline. The Rochester and Sodus Bay Railroad 

was established in 1889 and ran until 1929, taking riders from 

Rochester to points along the bay or on to Sodus Bay. Hotels and 

restaurants such as the Glen Haven in Irondequoit and the Glen Edith 

in Webster became popular destinations. At the Spies Hotel, by the 

Float Bridge, there was also a siding for the railroad. This provided a 

place for a train to pull off if there was one coming from the opposite 

direction.  

 The rail line 

crossed 

Irondequoit Bay 

on the Float 

Bridge. It followed along the route of Empire Boulevard, 

with a stop at Dayton’s Corners, on to Glen Edith, then 

heading east on Ridge Road, through Webster, Ontario, 

Williamson, and on to Sodus Bay. There were stops along 

the way for passengers to embark or disembark. The 

availability and affordability of owning a family car was 

the demise of this railroad line. The last run occurred in 

1929.  

 

 

 

 

Railway car in Penfield 

Float Bridge 

Intersection of Browncroft Blvd. and Creek 
St. Old Oak Hotel at right. 
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1848 local miller, Samuel Rich, sold his home and business on 

south Five Mile Line Road. He moved upstream and built a 

flouring mill that still stands today, known as the Daisy Flour 

Mill. This mill produced a high-quality variety of pastry flour 

until 1972. It was converted to a restaurant and party house at 

that time. In the vicinity, the Post Office of Bidwell was created 

in the early 1900s, with William Bidwell as postmaster. 

West Penfield has a mud house on Qualtrough Road. It was built 

by Lawrence Johnston in 1832. The home was sided over to 

protect the mud base in the 1930s. It is a Designated Penfield Landmark. 

In the early 20th century the 108th Infantry 

purchased about 55 acres of land to create a 

shooting range. A two-and-one-half story 

building was constructed on the site, which 

housed an elegant officers’ sitting room. The 

Rifle Range continued in use until 1968. It is now 

the Lucien Morin Park. 

 

 

Another large parcel of park land in West Penfield is Ellison Park, consisting of 

444 acres, 2/3 of which are in the Town of Penfield.  

 

 

Rifle Range 

Building at Rifle Range - no longer standing 
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