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INTRODUCTION









Imoved to southern Ohio in 1978 from what the people around here call “up East.” I wondered before I left whether you could take a state with only four letters in its name seriously and knew only that Ohio seemed to be a fairly flat, bland place beyond the mountains of Pennsylvania.


More than forty years later, I am still here. Though Ohio had little breathtaking scenery and was not spectacular in any other obvious way, I soon discovered there were two very fine things about it: The people make you welcome, and the state wears well. It has been a safe, pleasant, positive place to be—easy to take and easy to live in, day after day and year after year.


In the past months, working on this book, I’ve gotten to know my adopted state far better. And in the process have moved from appreciation . . . to admiration.


For a small state, Ohio has had a big impact on this country. There are a number of reasons for this, the first being its wealth of natural resources. When you read the descriptions of Ohio written by the first pioneers to see it—its broad, clear, fish-filled rivers; dense, hardwood-rich forests; lush green valleys; barely glimpsed mineral riches; and teeming wildlife of all kinds—you want to be teleported back to that time. Ohio’s physical location has played a part too. It had a firm hold on the public imagination as the first American frontier—the first place beyond the original colonies everyone wanted to go to stake out new and better farmland and, later, the gateway and stopping place en route to the greater west beyond. Between waterways, railroads, and other means, Ohio soon had a transportation system second to none, helping it become “the crossroads of the nation.”


Not to be discounted in the equation are the vigor, earnestness, and imagination of its citizens. After its intrepid and highly able original inhabitants had been cleared out by the relentless drive of western expansion, a stream of settlers followed from New England, the South, Pennsylvania and other states, and countries across the oceans. The names on the map of Ohio reflect these far-flung origins and their memories. Pioneers of all kinds came here in search of a new and better place, and in the decades and centuries that followed, they tried to make sure that Ohio was that place. Their sweat, ambition, and high-mindedness helped make Ohio first an agricultural power, then a political one, and finally an industrial giant, despite its small size. This was a place, too, where an incredible number of inventions were created and many improvements in society were first tested and then made the law of the land.


The descendants of all of those earlier Ohioans are now working together to find Ohio—half rural and half urban; half intellectual and half people who know how to work well with their hands—a new and even more exciting place in the world.









250 MILLION YEARS AGO



The Mystery Beneath THE MYSTERY
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Somewhere between two hundred and three hundred million years ago, when no human had yet set foot on Ohio, a blast of incredible force rocked the south-central part of the state. Either a meteor or an asteroid from outer space struck the ground in northern Adams County or powerful forces deep within the earth’s crust caused a tremendous blowup about a mile below the surface. Whatever the cause, the result was a crater four to five miles across, within which the rock layers, seven hundred cubic miles of rock—normally arranged in a nice, flat, orderly fashion—were scrambled helter-skelter. Rocks of different ages were all jumbled together, pushed up a thousand feet, pushed down five hundred, even turned upside down or on edge.


Had people been around to witness it, the concussion of this event would have felled trees, flattened dwellings, and knocked folks to the ground, even hundreds of miles away. This happening, scientifically labeled a “cryptoexplosion,” has been called the most cataclysmic event ever to occur in the state.


Scientists today are still taking soundings and core samples and more in an attempt to finally resolve the cause of this epic disturbance. Thanks to the discovery of crystals normally found only at nuclear bomb explosion sites and quartz cracked in a way that suggests stupendous pressures, the “meteor from outer space” theory currently has the lead. But this happening of the late Triassic period is still a mystery, and it has an even bigger mystery right on top of it.


At the western edge of the big crater, spread out on a hilltop overlooking scenic Brush Creek, is a sinuous giant earthen sculpture known as Great Serpent Mound. This is the largest surviving effigy mound—a mound designed to depict something—in the country, or in fact the world, and Ohio’s most famous prehistoric landmark. Its photo has graced articles and books of all kinds, including encyclopedias and travel guides, for more than a century now, and as this is written, the site is being considered for the distinction of a World Heritage Site. The Great Serpent’s artfully looped and coiled body, twenty feet wide and two to six feet high, is almost a quarter of a mile long. That it is a serpent and that it is an important historic treasure are about the only things most people seem to agree on.


First came the question of who built this. When the mound initially came to the attention of pioneers and explorers, they were sure that nothing so magnificent could have been created by Native Americans. Surely it must be the product of some lost branch of known civilizations—Vikings, Phoenicians, wandering Israelites, or the like. Since the snake had an oval of some kind near its open mouth, it was even theorized that God had made this as a big visual aid to dramatize the temptation of Eve and mark the Garden of Eden.


By 1846 a more scientific atmosphere prevailed. The site was surveyed and illustrated for a widely read book published by the Smithsonian, and Harvard archaeologist Frederick Ward Putnam studied it from 1883 to 1885. After some excavation of the serpent and three small conical mounds nearby, he pronounced it the work of the Adena culture, which lived in the area from 800 BCE to 100 CE, farming and creating earthworks of other kinds. There were also two Adena burials near the mound.






Once covered by vast tropical seas and later by giant glaciers, Ohio land yields a great many fossils. Cincinnati and the areas around it are famous with fossil collectors and rock hounds around the world, especially for Ordovician fossils.








In the following years the mound would be attributed by others to the Hopewell culture, to an outpost of the prosperous and effigy-prone Mississippian civilization, and then, via radiocarbon dating in the 1990s, to the Fort Ancient culture, which inhabited the area (and had a village below the mound) from 1000 to 1550 CE. Another carbon dating in 2014 suggested that the mound was constructed about 320 BCE—in other words, it is as old as Aristotle. This, if correct, would make it more surely an Adena creation.


The theorizing and research will go on from here. As an article in Indian Country Today put it, somewhat aggressively, “What is certain is that ancient Ohioans were not only building geometric works that rivaled or surpassed those of contemporary classical Greece, but they were also repairing or renovating them over millennia.”


Whoever built the mound, it is intriguing to imagine the scores or hundreds of people involved in carrying yellow clay, stones, and earth to an obscure location in the woodlands to shape this giant and graceful figure.


Frederick Putnam did something more important even than making the world of science and history aware of it. He saved it from being lost forever to settlers’ plows. The area was covered with large trees when pioneers first saw it, but after those trees were swept away by a tornado, the farmer who owned the land was about to convert it to a sea of cornstalks.


Putnam took up a collection to preserve the site and, oddly enough, the citizens of Ohio owe one of their most notable pieces of physical history—Great Serpent Mound—to the unnamed women of late-nineteenth-century Boston who chipped in to buy the fifty-four acres on which the serpent lies.


So the serpent survived to be enjoyed by visitors and tourists and further speculated about. Might the serpent be a depiction of Halley’s Comet, which appeared in a particularly flamboyant form in 1066, or even a sketch of the constellation Draco? One of the most fertile topics of discussion over the years has been the question of exactly what the head of the serpent is engaged in. Given its size, it’s been concluded that this must be a poisonous snake, since most nonpoisonous snakes in North America have heads not much wider than their bodies. Is it in the act of striking, swallowing an egg, trying to catch a frog, attempting to swallow the sun (seen as a Native American explanation of solar eclipses), or just the head of a horned snake, a figure in some Native American legends? The theories go on from there.
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Even more puzzling is the question of this giant serpent’s purpose. There were no human remains found in it, so it had no burial function, and no artifacts were uncovered in or near it to hint at ceremonial purpose. Assiduous studies of the mound in recent decades by professional and amateur investigators have determined that the mound seems to have many astrological alignments. Parts of it are precisely in line with the setting or rising sun of the solstices and equinoxes, and it also has meaningful lunar alignments. Some researchers have even claimed that one of the coils of the serpent reveals the first frost date for the surrounding area. The state’s Native Americans today consider the serpent a key ceremonial center, and New Agers and other freethinkers also take the site very seriously. The New Age theories about the serpent alone could (and do) fill entire books.


The spiritual connection is easy to understand. When you visit the Great Serpent Mound, located on winding Route 73 in quiet Adams County, the trip is more than just pleasant and scenic—full of farm fields, forests, and wildflower-filled meadows. As you stand on that ridgetop over Brush Creek or on the slightly scary steel observation tower erected in 1903, you get the unmistakable sense that this is a center of some kind of spiritual power—that there is a mystery beneath the mystery. The Arc of Appalachia website describing the mound agrees: “Mystery, rather than certainty, remains this site’s greatest gift to present generations, and all visitors are welcome to enter the circle of conjecture.”









LICKING COUNTY, AD 800



A Trip to the Indian Arsenal
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Big Antler shifted his pack on his shoulders and checked to see if his two sons were still behind him. In a few hours they would be at the sacred quarry and all of this long and arduous travel would have been worth it. Before much longer the three of them were climbing up toward a long, twisting ridgeline amid a line of rugged hills. The trails snaking here from all directions and the pits and piles everywhere in sight were evidence that this was the place. Big Antler had been here years before with other kin, and he knew how to go about what needed to be done.


From their packs he removed several wedges made of bone and wood and the round, smooth hammerstones they had carefully picked from the river at home and carried all this way, heavy as they were. Then he looked up and down the ridge for a place to begin. On the side of one small hilltop he saw an exposed vein of what they had come for—the flint from which his people’s weapons and most important tools were made. In other places, flint was buried far beneath the ground—here it was right in sight, there for the taking.


Not that the taking was easy. The wedges had to be driven hard into any natural crack or fissure in the rock and then pounded hard with the hammerstones. Fortunately Big Antler and his sons, and the others who came here for this important harvest, were strong and able. They knew that the very top layer of flint was often weather damaged and shattered too easily, so they dug deeper. Before long they had pried loose a number of large chunks of flint and were ready for the next step—shaping. With mauls and smaller hammerstones they broke the big pieces one by one into blanks and cores just the right size and shape to be made, once they got home, into spearpoints, knives, arrowheads, and scrapers. They heated some of the chunks over hardwood fires to enhance their color and hardness.


As they relaxed around their campfire the night before they left the ridge with their precious cargo, one of Big Antler’s sons raised the question, “Why did we not have to stand guard here? Would the enemies we watched for so carefully on our way here not know we were easy prey, with our heads down in these digging pits?”






The Wisconsin Glacier, which once covered two-thirds of the state, was an estimated 8,000 feet deep at its thickest point, near Cleveland. The scrapes that glacier left on the limestone of Kelley’s Island in Lake Erie are the most dramatic such geologic traces in the world.








It was a good night for stories, so Big Antler told them the reason. For many years the tribes had clashed over the right to mine this place until the Great Spirit, weary of all this bloodshed, had the Thunderbird tell the tribes that this place was for all, neutral ground. The bitterest of enemies could—and should—come and mine this indispensable resource side by side, in peace.


It is hard to realize now how much a simple stone of the right kind could mean in the days before iron and steel and all the other advantages of more recent technology. Until they were introduced to firearms and other modern inventions, the Native Americans of Ohio—and this entire country—made just about everything that called for a sharp edge or killing power from flint or obsidian. These materials were not just hard and capable of taking a high polish. When broken, they chipped in a way (the fancy term for this is “conchoidal”) that yielded a half-circular, curved fracture. Put two of these together, edge to edge, and you had a tool of razor-sharpness.


Dr. Louis Leakey of anthropological fame is supposed to have once demonstrated that an ancient stone tool of this kind could outdo a modern steel knife in skinning and cleaning a freshly killed antelope. In any case, for early Ohio peoples, a flint mine was indeed an arsenal. Without it, they could starve or be defenseless.


The arrowheads, spearheads, and other tools made by ancient Americans were not just formidable weapons; many of them are works of art in themselves. This is especially true of artifacts made of Flint Ridge flint. Unlike ordinary flint, which is usually gray or black, Flint Ridge flint comes in a jewellike spectrum of colors. It ranges from white with gray streaks to red, pink, blue, yellow, orange, green, and pieces with interminglings and bands of all these colors. This is because the part of the shallow tropical sea that covered what is now Ohio during the Paleozoic era in the area where Flint Ridge is located was near the shoreline. The streams and rivers leading to it contained different sediments and debris, which were all incorporated into the mineral layers that would someday become the flint deposits.


Native Americans were quick to recognize superior tool-making materials, as well as things of beauty. Flint Ridge flint was highly prized—and widely traded—turning up not only all over Ohio but also from the Eastern Seaboard to Louisiana and St. Louis. Flint Ridge was a key resource for the people in the Ohio territory and other First Americans from about 10,000 BCE until the introduction of flintlock rifles during the Revolutionary War gave Native Americans a new arsenal.


The ridge was most heavily exploited by the Hopewell culture, from about 100 to 500 CE . No one really knows who they were or all that much about them, but they created many magnificent artifacts including items of Flint Ridge flint, many of which were funerary offerings. They also built extraordinary earthworks, without benefit of surveyors or bulldozers. Some archaeologists believe that the earthworks at Newark, Ohio—the greatest such achievement of this people—were created as a tribute to the flint riches of Flint Ridge, just nine miles away.


Flint Ridge flint was not overlooked by Ohio’s later settlers, either. They used one of the lower grades of flint to make grindstones for flour mills and shaped flints for rifles and flint and steel fire-starting kits. And when the National Road came through Ohio, its builders used the plethora of flint chips in the area for their roadbed.


Even today, Flint Ridge flint—sometimes called Vanport flint, for the geological stratum it originated in—is sought after by jewelry makers and lapidaries worldwide. Ohio, which admittedly does not have a great number of exciting rocks, made flint the state gemstone in 1965.


In 1933 the state set aside 525 of the 2,000 or so acres of Flint Ridge that run roughly from Newark to Zanesville as a state memorial. Visitors here can see exhibits of ancient flint quarrying and the geology of the area, as well as the hundreds of Native American quarrying pits that still pepper the area, many of them turned into ponds by rainfall. The visitor center at Flint Ridge even has an ancient flint-mining pit incorporated right into it. One of the largest “knap-ins” in the country—gatherings of modern-day enthusiasts of humankind’s first industry, flint-knapping—is held at Flint Ridge every Labor Day weekend.









1768



The Birth of Tecumseh
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The sky was clear above the Shawnee village this particular night in March 1768. There wasn’t a cloud in sight, and the sun had long ago sunk below the horizon. The stars shone brightly, but one family was not asleep in its dwelling. No, this family was kept awake by the sounds of a new life being born into the world. The groans of a mother in labor filled the air, while the father—a distinguished chief—paced outside the birthing hut.


This was a difficult labor, but at last the birthing sounds were joined by the first cries of a newborn. Relief touched the faces of all present; a healthy boy had been born this night, and something felt special about the event. Indeed, as though even the heavens were taking note of the birth, a shooting star blazed across the sky.


Perhaps it was in memory of this brief celestial event, or simply a reference to his birth into the clan of the panther, but the young Native American boy was to be named Tecumseh, which can mean “shooting star” or “panther crouching for his prey.” And although details such as what the true origin of his name was and where exactly in southwest-central Ohio he was born are lost to history, there can be little doubt that if there was some celestial sign at his birth, it was entirely appropriate. Young Tecumseh had an eventful life before him.


The boy’s father, Puckshinwah, had fought in the French and Indian Wars of the 1760s, when the Shawnee were the greatest threat to the settlers trickling into the Ohio Country. The colonial governor, Lord Dunmore, sent an army to the Ohio River in 1774 to quell the Shawnee uprising. The Shawnee were overmatched at the Battle of Point Pleasant, and many warriors died, including Puckshinwah.


Six-year-old Tecumseh was raised by his sister and Chief Blackfish. He was trained to be a warrior by his oldest brother, Chiksika. He soon became a sharpshooter with weapons of all kinds and often led the war games of the boys of the village.


Before Tecumseh was fourteen years old, raiders had destroyed his home five times. When George Rogers Clark attacked the town in 1782, the fighting was so intense that young Tecumseh fled in terror and hid in the woods. When he regained his composure, he vowed never to run again.


In his late teens, while playing a stick-and-ball game similar to lacrosse, Tecumseh was so fierce in his attack and so intent upon winning that he didn’t notice he had lost his loincloth. He continued to play until he had won. Such perseverance earned him the admiration of the other young warriors. But bold as he was, from the beginning he showed compassion for war prisoners and captives—this in a time when cruelties and atrocities were the norm.


In 1791, when he was twenty-three years old, Tecumseh aided the Shawnee and Miami in defeating Gen. Arthur St. Clair’s forces near St. Mary’s, Ohio. This victory was the greatest ever by the Native Americans over the American military. Before long, Tecumseh became a war chief.


When “Mad” Anthony Wayne defeated the Miami-Shawnee Confederacy at the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794, Chief Little Turtle of the Miami, Shawnee War Chief Blue Jacket, and others signed the Treaty of Green Ville, ceding their vast country in Ohio to the federal government. The Native Americans gave up about two-thirds of the state—all except an area of the Black Swamp of northern Ohio and about ten square miles in northwest Ohio—to these newer Americans. Tecumseh refused to recognize the treaty and returned to his village near Xenia with many of his tribe.






The Ohio River is 981 miles long and, by water volume, the main river of the Mississippi River System. The still-beautiful Ohio is now, alas, also the most polluted river in the country.








By 1810 Tecumseh had become the paramount war chief of the Shawnee. He was angry with the civil chiefs who had signed the Treaty of Green Ville and ceded three million acres to outsiders. Now Gen. William Henry Harrison was making “little treaties” with any Indian who would relinquish more territory. Tecumseh claimed the Treaties of Vincennes and Fort Wayne had been signed by fearful old men, not the true leaders of the tribes. He believed that the land belonged to all Native Americans, and unless all of them signed over their rights, no one chief or tribe could sell any of the land. He told the chiefs that he would kill any man who signed away Indian land.


“Nobody speaks for all of the Shawnee,” he said. “Nobody speaks for all Indians. The land is the gift of the Master of Life. Didn’t the Great Spirit make the land for all of his children? Can you sell the air? Can you sell the water? Nobody can sell the land.” Tecumseh believed that the tribes west of the Appalachian Mountains needed to unite in a Pan-Indian army, forget their ancient differences, and fight the encroaching easterners.


One of Tecumseh’s brothers, Tenskwatawa, who later became known as “the Prophet,” had a vision from the Master of Life that if the people united into one nation, they could drive the Americans back across the Appalachians. The Prophet said they should leave the Ohio Country, give up the ways of the settlers, give up liquor and firearms, and return to the old ways. If the Shawnee did these things, the Prophet said that the Great Spirit would protect them and the Americans’ bullets could not hurt them. Tecumseh and the Prophet moved their village into northern Indiana. Many of the northern tribes joined Tecumseh and the Prophet at their village, Prophetstown, on Tippecanoe Creek.


Tecumseh visited many of the tribes from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico and up and down the Appalachians seeking allies. Whether presenting to his own people or to the “Long Knives,” as the Shawnee called the Americans, Tecumseh was unsurpassed as a speaker—intelligent, dramatic, forceful, and proud. In March 1811, as Tecumseh began a trip to the south, a shooting star crossed the southern skies as if announcing his coming.


Many of the southern tribes had taken to farming in the European manner, living in houses, and keeping domestic animals. Their elders had signed treaties with the government and wanted to live in the same manner as the settlers. While they were impressed with Tecumseh’s ideas, few were in the mood to join his war. While Tecumseh was among the tribes of the South, Territorial Governor William Henry Harrison, who had become alarmed at the size of the alliance with which Tecumseh had surrounded himself, made his move. He took an army of one thousand men to a camp just outside Prophetstown, intending to disperse the settlement. In the hours before dawn on November 7, 1811, the Prophet led his soldiers in a surprise attack on Harrison’s camp. Harrison’s army withstood the siege and defeated the Prophet, who then lost all credibility with the others.


In December 1811, before Tecumseh could learn of the defeat of his army, a massive earthquake along the New Madrid Fault shook the South and Midwest. The Redstick Creeks took this as a sign that they should join the great Tecumseh in his war. Finding Prophetstown reduced to ashes upon his return, Tecumseh vowed to go to Canada and ally with the British.


Tecumseh rallied his forces to join the British in the siege of Detroit. Tecumseh and four hundred of his warriors continuously feigned attacks on the fort until Gen. William Hull, governor of the Michigan Territory, became terrified that his command would be annihilated. He surrendered the fort without a fight and ultimately was court-martialed for the most humiliating surrender of the War of 1812. It was a great strategic victory for Tecumseh. After capturing Detroit, Tecumseh captured Fort Malden. Tecumseh’s army proved to be brave and tenacious, even though the English often retreated rather than meet the enemy head-on in battle.


As General Harrison marched his armies north, Tecumseh and the British crossed the Detroit River and took shelter in Canada. When the British tried to retreat deeper into Ontario, Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry’s naval forces on Lake Erie cut off their supplies and their escape route.


Forced to make a stand, Tecumseh and his British allies met the Americans in the Battle of the Thames near Chatham, Ontario, on October 5, 1813. General Harrison, “Old Tippecanoe,” surrounded the Indians who were covering British General Proctor’s retreat and inflicted a devastating loss on Tecumseh’s forces.


Col. Richard M. Johnson (among others) claimed to have personally killed Tecumseh on the battlefield. Johnson’s fame would carry him to the vice presidency under Martin Van Buren. Johnson reported that Tecumseh’s body was cut to pieces on the battlefield. But the Shawnee say they carried the body of Tecumseh from the field and buried him on sacred ground in Ohio, where someday he will rise and lead his people to victory.


Tecumseh envisioned a confederation of Native American nations that could rival and defeat the young United States. He did not succeed, though this bold idea might have been the last real chance the Native Americans had to win the war against the encroaching settlers.


Tecumseh has since been not only embraced but romanticized by both his admirers and his former foes—he is often considered the iconic Native American for his bravery and tenacity.










WILLIAM TECUMSEH SHERMAN









[1820–1891]


W.T. Sherman (his middle name a tribute to the charismatic Shawnee leader) was one of eleven children born to an Ohio Supreme Court judge and his wife in Lancaster, Ohio. Sherman’s eventual collaboration with Ulysses S. Grant is what won the Civil War for the North. He is also credited with being the inventor of total war.


His father died when he was nine, and a friend of the family, Thomas Ewing, adopted “Cump.” Throughout his life Sherman had the advantage of a senator and later secretary of the U.S. treasury and secretary of the interior in his corner. He also ended up marrying his foster sister Ellen.


At West Point he met many men who were later fellow warriors in the Civil War. He served in a number of postings after he graduated, beginning with the Second Seminole War, but none of these yielded the military action he felt he had been trained for. He left the army for eight years in 1853 to become a banker and eventually head of a military academy in Louisiana.


When the Civil War broke out, he reenlisted, and in 1862 fought in the Battle of Shiloh and struck up his historic friendship with Grant. He participated in a number of battles after that, including the Siege of Vicksburg, showing himself to be a master of logistics and terrain reading. He is best known for the taking of Atlanta and the subsequent March to the Sea, designed to “make Georgia howl” and demoralize the South. He and his men did raid a great many farms and villages as part of his decision to live off the land as they traveled and destroyed a tremendous amount of property, but did not rape or murder civilians. After the war, he masterminded the construction of the intercontinental railroad and had a strong hand in subduing the Native Americans of the West.
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