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A View to Our Past 

 

The history of Bristol was first recorded in 

1669, when the explorer, Robert de LaSalle 

wrote to his homeland describing his visit to 

the Burning Springs, where the Seneca 

Indians had escorted him to see this 

"magical burning water." This was actually 

natural gas bubbling to the surface which 

had probably been lit by lightning. 

In 1779 General Sullivan traveled through this area. His soldiers were impressed with the fertile land and 

many returned when Bristol County, Massachusetts purchased this land from the Phelps and Gorham 

Purchase for settlement.   The Gooding family from the Dighton Township in Bristol County, 

Massachusetts was among the first settlers.  Gamaliel Wilder also brought many settlers from 

Connecticut. 

In 1789 the town of Bristol was formed and consisted of Township 8 & 9 from the Phelps & Gorham 

Purchase.   Bristol was one of the first thirteen townships to be formed in Ontario County.   In 1825 

there was a published proposal to unite the south part of Bristol with part or all of other towns in 

Ontario, Livingston and Steuben Counties into a new county.  This did not happen.  However, in March 

of 1838 the town of South Bristol was formed officially breaking away from the whole parcel of Bristol.  

The Town of South Bristol compromises the whole of Township No. 8, fourth range and part of No.8, 

third range. 

 Town Meetings were held annually in homes, inns and churches.  There were 6 centers of activity in the 

early years and they were known as Muttonville, Bristol Center, Egypt, and Baptist Hill as well as Cold 

Springs and Boswell Corners in the South part of the Town. Baptist Hill was once considered the center 

of the town. 

The early government consisted of a Supervisor, Town Clerk, Assessors, Highway Commissioners, 

Constables, and Overseers of the Poor, Pathmasters, Pound Master, School Commissioners, Collectors, 

Fence Viewers, and an Inspector of Lumber.  In 1805 there was a bounty of 1 penny each on squirrels 

and woodpeckers.  The count was determined by ears of squirrels and heads of woodpeckers.  In 1806 a 

bounty of 3 cents each was placed on black birds and squirrels and woodpeckers remained at .01 cent 

each.  We have now added two new members to the government, Inspector of Weights and Measures 

and Receivers of birds and squirrels.  Squirrels now command 2 pennies each and by 1825 a fine of $5.00 

for any rams running at large from late August to the middle of November was enforced. 
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Early farming included the raising of sheep as well as the slaughtering, processing and rendering of 

tallow for the making of candles.  In 1797 records show 21 registered earmarks in the town and by 1850 

there were 210 flocks of sheep.  The Town kept this enterprise in check by mandating fences of 41/2’ in 

height creating holding pounds that the Pound Masters were responsible for who in turn appointed the 

fence viewers to watch over them. 

With the passing of this industry came the advent of hop farming.  This flourished from 1835 until blight 

and the prohibition era caused the decline of this source of review for the town.  Apples and berries 

took over as the next source of revenue for the farming community until modern practices of canning 

and drying of fruit became outdated and it more efficient to truck the produce to the public market in 

Rochester, New York.  Some of the other farming operations were lumber, saw mills and grain mills 

throughout the town. 

The number of Pathmasters in office varied each year from six in 1797 to fifty two in 1836.  The number 

dropped to 33 in 1838 when South Bristol became a separate township.   The Pathmasters were elected 

for each road district and were provided with a list by the Highway Commissioners who would be 

required to work on the roads.  The work force consisted of every male over the age of 21 in the district, 

(except for “ministers, priests, paupers, and idiots or lunatics”) every person owning land in the district, 

whether male or female resident or non-resident, and all corporations owning land in the district. They 

were responsible  for removal of all noxious weeds, briars and brush on the highway, removing all loose 

stones on the beaten track of road once a month between April  1st and December 1st.  They were 

expected to remove snow within 24 hours of being notified of their assignment and failing to do so 

resulted in a fine to be collected by the Pathmasters. 

Town meetings were held regularly at the old Methodist Episcopal Church in Bristol Center.  Early on 

Bristol was a religious center with seven active churches throughout the town.   Today there is only one 

active Church in Bristol and it is the United Church of Christ located on Baptist Hill.  The first meetings of 

the Grange #1080 were held in the Methodist Church, but as membership grew they relocated in 1938 

when the Bristol Amusement Club offered their hall (the Empire Knights of Relief Hall) and skating rink 

on Baptist Hill.  In 1956 the Grange relocated to the Bristol Center Improvement Company hall located 

on County Road 32 and is now the home of the Bristol Town Hall. 

In the early history of Bristol there were as many as 12 school districts.  The first one established at 

Baptist Hill in 1813 and was the last to close in 1953 when it was centralized with the Bloomfield school 

district.  The other schools were centralized with Naples, Canandaigua, and Honeoye prior to the closing 

of School #1.  In the early 1930’s school districts 1 and 11 did not have electric light but did have natural 

gas wells nearby and that was a source for their lights and heat. 

From the earliest days of Bristol when LaSalle first saw the “magical burning water” at Burning Springs 

through today, natural gas has been an important part of Bristol’s heritage.  There were many gas wells 

in the town that supplied the valuable resource to many residents, farmers, and their neighbors.  As 

recently as 1957 a gas strike was drilled and reported to bring in as much as 3 ½ to 5 million cubic feet in 

one day.  Gas wells were abundant all through Ontario County and being written about in the early 
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1980’s.  Upon depletion of the gas in the Bristol and Richmond area the empty wells were acquired by 

Honeoye Storage (1975) who actively sought the gas storage rights to the wells in the two towns.  The 

company only asked for the rights to store gas 2800 feet under the ground in the depleted Medina 

sandstone natural gas reservoir leaving the land owners to retain the surface rights in the area as well as 

the right to drill through the area owned by the Honeoye corporation, as long as it did not interfere with 

the company’s operation.   Today, Honeoye Storage is the highest assessed and largest taxpayer in the 

Town of Bristol supplying a large portion of the tax revenue collected.   The facilities have a high 

pressure gas line connecting the storage wells through a pipeline that runs through the town of Bristol 

and over to East Bloomfield where it connects with the Tennessee Pipeline that transports the gas that 

has been stored in the wells to other parts of the country.  With the advent of High Volume Hydro 

fracturing of natural gas  making any gas well related activity unpleasant to many,  so some towns in 

Ontario County enacted bans against all types of gas well related activity, but to date the town of Bristol 

does not have any such ban or law in place against gas drilling and in 2014 the Town  Board  tabled its 

decision on a partial ban on fracking as they were in favor of protecting land owner and farmers' rights 

to be able to drill for gas on their lands using the low volume method of drilling that was common prior 

to HVHF.  The partial ban met with loud opposition from some of the residents in the town.  A similar 

ban was recently adopted by the Town of Richmond ensuring the rights of land owners and farmers. 

In 1966 the Monroe County Water Authority proposed using the lands of Bristol to create a reservoir for 

their use under the New York Senate Bill #4405.  This would be similar in nature to their use of Hemlock 

and Canadice Lakes in Livingston County.  The Bill had passed the Assembly and the NY Senate 

Authorities Committee and on its way to the NY Senate Rules Committee before the Town of Bristol or 

Ontario County had been notified of its existence.  Letters were sent to Governor Rockefeller and 

Senator VanLare (who represented Monroe County as well as part of Ontario County asking to have this 

stopped. On June 2, 1966 the Town Board called a special meeting of the townspeople to make them 

aware of what was being proposed without prior notification to the Town of Bristol.  The Town Board 

advised the townspeople that the only purpose of this land grab was  considered by the Executive 

Director of Monroe County Water Authority  to be: “ less expensive than some other additional facilities 

planned to pump water from Lake Ontario” for Rochester. He went on to say he felt “the creation of 

Bristol Lake is a boon for the entire area and it would not diminish the beauty of the valley.”  The 

proposed lake would cover over 1800 acres of the 3500 acres of the Town of Bristol and would run 2.5 

miles south of Route 20 stretching southward along the east side of 64 and its full length would be 5 ½ 

miles in length and one mile in width at its widest part.  Route 20A would be rerouted around the west 

side of “Bristol Lake” and then continue on through the Town of Richmond.  The residents of Bristol as 

well as the other Ontario County Supervisors did not agree with this “brazen land grab” and in 

December of 1966 the town board of Bristol drafted a resolution “expressing its disapproval and 

unalterable opposition to any plan formulated or approved by any person, corporation, group, 

association or body and any statute introduced before any legislative body for the purpose of taking 

lands in the Town of Bristol for any purpose whatever, unless the said plan or statute has first been 

presented at a public hearing to the citizens and residents of the Town of Bristol and has been approved 

by the Town Board of the Town of Bristol” which put an end to “Bristol Lake”. 
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There is more that can be shared about the history of the Town of Bristol and its residents.  For instance, 

I would ask that you go to the Bristol Volunteer Fire Department website www.bristolvfd.com to learn 

about them and their early beginnings.  To me this may be one of “Bristol’s Best Secrets;” the dedication 

and comraderies of this organization is amazing and strong.  There are other similar groups within the 

community that provide services and assistance to our townspeople such as “Harmony Circle” and the 

Bristol Library which should be included in the town's history. 

And so life goes on in the Town of Bristol 

http://www.bristolvfd.com/

