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To Jim Loretta,
 my t’ai chi instructor, a born teacher who helped inspire me to find my true path


Introduction

States, like people, are often stereotyped according to certain images. Mention New York, and many people think of the bright lights of Times Square in the Big Apple. Say the name California, and nine times out of ten, the response will be the flash and glamour of Hollywood. Once upon a time, the mention of Ohio might have called to mind endless rows of corn and placid cows grazing in grassy fields. These days, a lot of people think first of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum in the bustling city of Cleveland, but that’s just a small part of the bigger picture.

Like most of America, the Buckeye State is a region of contrasts. It has densely populated cities with close to one million residents and tiny rural towns often inhabited by less than two hundred people. Ohio has a diverse population that includes people of German, Irish, English, Polish, Italian, African, and Native American ancestry. Filled with plateaus, rivers, and open plains, the fifth most densely populated state in the union is rich with history, culture, the arts, and industry. In 2008, more than fifty of the top one thousand companies in the United States were headquartered there, including Goodyear Tire & Rubber, Abercrombie & Fitch, Procter & Gamble, and Wendy’s. But lurking just behind the bright lights of Ohio’s busy urban areas and sun-drenched acres of bucolic countryside is a shadowy world of crime. Robbery, rape, organized crime, and murder have become a part of life for residents of the state, just as they have for Americans everywhere. Over the years, some incidents have received national and even international attention, while most others remained little more than entries in the files of their local police departments.

Some criminologists and psychologists have dedicated themselves to analyzing the reasons why people commit crimes. They ask, did one perpetrator become a sexual predator because of a history of poverty and abuse? Did drug use turn another to a life of crime? It is unlikely, however, that we will know the answer to such questions any time soon. Every individual responds in a different way to his or her life situations. What might cause one person to become a murderer or thief might encourage another to become a teacher or a professional athlete. With all of the advances in forensic science, it’s hard to believe that anyone would voluntarily break the law these days. As we are bombarded day and night with such stories in the news, there are people who wonder if evil is literally walking the earth. It’s difficult not to believe such a concept when there are criminals among us who seem to have an obsessive need to do nothing else but cause trouble and pain for others.

This book does not attempt to resolve these issues that have been debated by the experts for generations. Instead, it focuses on some of the major contemporary criminal cases that have occurred in Ohio between the early years of the twentieth century and present day. The reader will be offered a selection of some of state’s most famous criminal cases, which range from murder and assault to the activities of organized crime. This book will not review political corruption at length, because that’s a subject that could easily fill a book of its own. It will include a look at some of the lesser-known laws that, fortunately, are rarely enforced these days. Neither will the book examine minor criminal violations, acts of civil disobedience, or ethical dilemmas. As I did with True Crime: New Jersey, the first book in this series, I will provide the reader with brief outlines of lesser-known cases in between more detailed accounts of specific crimes. The final chapter looks at the world of men and women who have chosen careers on the front lines of law enforcement.

Although Native Americans lived in the region long before European immigrants, their records were primarily oral, not written, so crimes and other such incidents were difficult to document. As a result, I have focused the first chapter of this book on the years after the settlers arrived. This brief history of crime between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries will provide the reader with a better perspective on modern-day incidents. Many of us feel overwhelmed by the constant barrage of bad news that we hear on television. While it might seem like there is more criminal activity these days, that’s really not true. There are just a lot more people around, so the number of crimes has increased accordingly. The reader will discover that while most people settled in Ohio with the hope of working toward a better life, a handful of others were determined to take what they could get by any means necessary. In that respect, little has changed over the years.


CHAPTER 1


A Brief History of
 Crime in Ohio
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Thousands of years before European immigrants flocked to the East Coast of America, native peoples lived in the region that would later become known as the state of Ohio. Today, little remains of early Indian cultures like the Plano beyond a few arrowheads, some potsherds, and a scattering of brittle skeleton fragments. Later cultures, like the Adena, who inhabited the area around 800 BCE, were believed to have lived a more settled lifestyle in the region. While they built many burial mounds, including the Great Serpent Mound in Adams County, that provide some clues to their customs, their records, like those of their predecessors, were traditionally oral. As a result, very little information was available on the types of crimes they might have committed.

It is more than likely, however, that murder, adultery, theft, and any other misdemeanors would have met with swift retribution meted out by tribal leaders or by other tribes. Exchanges between the Native Americans and the European settlers who arrived in the region were usually marked by violence and brutality, a pattern that would regularly repeat itself in the years that followed. Unlike the tribes along the East Coast, those who lived in the Ohio region often did not welcome the new arrivals.

When European colonists first arrived in America in the seventeenth century, they were amazed by the wide-open acres and apparently limitless natural resources of the New World that were available for the taking. For many of them, it was the chance to achieve opportunities that were not available in their native countries, where the aristocracy maintained a stranglehold on the land and the social order. As word traveled back to their different homelands, the eastern shores were soon filled with newcomers who crowded into cities or sought out farmland. With the population of the New World rapidly expanding, a small number of immigrants decided to push further west to the as-yet-unspoiled territories. Having survived the arduous journey from the Old World in tiny wooden sailing ships, they were unfazed by the idea of traveling by horse and wagon through hundreds of miles of mountains.

At roughly the same time, French explorers from Canada decided to travel south in search of a way to get to China. The Iroquois had told them about a waterway below Lake Erie that they called the Oyo, or “great river,” that might lead them to the Far East. Although two centuries had passed since Christopher Columbus had first traveled west to try and find new trade routes to China, the lure of valuable spices, silks, and other riches still enticed many explorers. In 1669, a group of Frenchmen, led by René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, canoed down the St. Lawrence River hoping to find their way to the East. While they were not successful, the explorers found themselves in a wooded land rich with wild animals and exotic plant life. Soon afterward, the region north of the “Oyo” River and west of the Appalachians was christened “Ohio.” Cavelier decided to continue exploring what would later be called the Mississippi River. Some of his companions, however, realized they could make their fortunes in this new territory. Ohio had a plentiful beaver population, and beaver fur was quite fashionable in Europe at the time. The French explorers, assisted by some Native Americans, trapped and skinned the animals, whose pelts were then sold to European fur traders.

According to Henry Howe, author of Historical Collections of Ohio: An Encyclopedia of the State, the French retained a hold on the region for many years but never bothered to establish any type of civil or criminal court system. Their interest apparently was not building permanent settlements; rather, they seemed focused on reaping whatever rewards the land had to offer. Before long, the British became aware of Ohio’s rich potential and soon challenged France for control of the region. Battles first erupted there between the opposing forces in the late 1600s. But more than fifty years would pass before the most violent conflict, which became known as the French and Indian War (1754–63).

By the mid eighteenth century, the French resented the fact that the English were moving permanently into the region, cutting down trees and plowing the wilderness into farmland. They enlisted the willing aid of many Native American tribes, who were being forced out by the English settlers. But Great Britain, already aware that rebellion was brewing across America’s coast, sent a large number of troops into the region, eventually forcing France to concede. The English hoped to retain ownership of at least part of the New World as their control of the thirteen American colonies weakened. For a time, British soldiers exerted military authority in Ohio over both the Native Americans and the European settlers, even though many disputes were settled and criminals were punished without their intervention. After losing the Revolutionary War (1775–83), England signed the Treaty of Paris, relinquishing all rights to the territory. Before long, the area, with its growing cities, rich farmland, and vast network of waterways, became a hub of American business and industry.

Unfortunately, crime continued to arrive in Ohio along with the constant stream of settlers who moved there in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Even after it officially became a part of the United States in 1803, there were often too many people living too far from civilization for them to seek out justice in its newly established court system. Christened the “Buckeye State,” primarily for the flowering tree commonly known as the Ohio Buckeye, the new state was plagued by outlaws who often terrorized the pioneers. While crimes such as assault and horse theft were documented in the region’s newspapers, one of the more unusual cases to occur in Ohio was a report of witchcraft related by Howe in his book.


EXPLORING OHIO’S CRIMINAL HISTORY
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During the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, criminals in the Buckeye State could expect to incur serious punishment if they were caught breaking the law. Whipping was common; the number of lashes depended on the type of crime that had been committed. A first offender could be whipped no more than thirty times, while fifty was considered the maximum amount for a second offense. Unfortunately, as more settlers moved to the state, officials soon realized that they needed a more permanent solution to the growing crime rate, so in 1815, Ohio opened its first state penitentiary. Like many states, it used a system of solitary confinement that was supposed to give inmates a chance to repent their crimes.

The first penitentiary was built on ten acres of ground on the south side of Columbus, the state capital. It featured a thirty-by-sixty-foot, three-story brick building with cells for the inmates located on the top floor, and a one-hundred-square-foot exercise yard that was surrounded by a stone wall about fifteen feet high. Three years later, the prison was doubled in size and workshops were added as a way to generate income. The inmates were employed in woodworking, weaving, gunsmithing, and other useful trades. It was also the home of Ohio’s Death Row: Prisoners were executed by hanging at the penitentiary until 1897 when the electric chair came into use.

There were occasional escape attempts, but according to Henry Howe, author of Historical Collections of Ohio in Two Volumes: An Encyclopedia of the State, the most notable one occurred in 1830. Howe wrote, “One day, about a dozen prisoners, under the leadership of a daring fellow, Smith Maythe by name, secreted themselves near the outer door of the prison, and when the turnkey unlocked the door, Maythe sprang upon him, securing a firm hold, while his companions rushed out.” Maythe followed the other inmates to a woods just south of the prison, but they were all soon captured.

Although many of Ohio’s first jails and prisons have either decayed or been demolished, some preservation groups are hard at work restoring these buildings that reflect a unique aspect of the state’s past. Some of the jails are simple wooden structures—familiar as those once seen on Saturday afternoon westerns—while others are examples of Victorian-era elegance that often housed the jailer along with the jailed.

One of the state’s best-known facilities that has been preserved is Mansfield Reformatory, located about eighty miles southwest of Cleveland. The huge Gothic stone building was built by Levi T. Scofield in 1896. The architect hoped that the physical environment would help to inspire inmates to repent their crimes and embrace a more productive lifestyle. He apparently didn’t succeed, because the prison’s population continued to grow as more people moved to the Buckeye State. The reformatory was in operation for almost a century; the last inmates were moved in 1990 to the new Mansfield Correctional Institute, which was built right behind the reformatory. In addition to history and architecture buffs, the penitentiary attracts both amateur and professional paranormal investigators, who believe it is haunted by the ghosts of prisoners past. For further information, contact Mansfield Reformatory, 100 Reformatory Road, Mansfield, OH 44905, (419) 522-2644, or visit the website at www.mrps.org.

Another intriguing stop for anyone interested in the history of crime is the Cleveland Police Museum, operated by the Cleveland Police Historical Society in the Justice Center at 1300 Ontario Avenue in downtown Cleveland. Featuring exhibits about noted lawman Eliot Ness and notorious cases such as the Kingsbury Run murders, the museum is open Mondays through Fridays from 10 A.M. to 4 P.M. and offers guided tours. For further information, call (216) 623-5055 or e-mail clevelandpolicemus1@roadrunner.com.



In 1814, a wealthy farmer who bred horses soon noticed that many of his animals suffered from distemper, a viral disease that affected their internal organs. When the Mill Creek resident was unable to cure any of his stock, he became convinced that they had been cursed by a witch. The farmer decided that the person who was casting spells on his horses was an elderly lady, Mrs. Garrison, who lived about ten miles from his farm. To counteract her magic, he was advised to shoot one of his horses with a silver bullet in order to cure the animal and kill the witch. According to Howe, “The mare, of course, was killed; and as it so happened, that, in a very short time after, poor Mrs. Garrison died, the experiment was declared to be successful, and the experimenter believes to this day that his silver bullet killed the poor old woman.” Howe noted, however, that the old woman, who had already been in poor health, probably died from natural causes. The farmer was never charged with any crime.

As in most states, Ohio’s early law was often guided by religious principles. One common statute, still enforced in many regions today, was closing all businesses on Sunday and refraining from any activity on that day that was not related to church. As Lawrence M. Friedman noted in Crime and Punishment in American History, “Ohio law in 1831 did not allow anyone above the age of fourteen to engage in ‘sporting, rioting, quarreling, hunting, fishing, shooting, or … at common labor’ on Sunday, except for ‘works of necessity and charity.’ It was also an offense for a tavernkeeper to sell liquor on Sunday, except to travelers.”

In 1833, Ohio’s fledgling criminal justice system was tested by a member of a gang of horse thieves who were terrorizing southwestern Ohio. Area residents suspected that Walter G. Perry, who lived in Guernsey County, matched the description of a thief who had stolen a horse from William Knappenburger, a farmer from Tuscarawas County, on October 15 of that year. Knappenburger offered a reward to anyone who captured the suspect but Perry disappeared soon after warrants were issued for his arrest. The suspect eluded authorities for months, but on January 5, 1834, he was tracked to his hideout in the woods outside of the McElroy district. Following his capture, a defiant Perry was tried and sentenced on April 19, 1834, in the courthouse in Tuscarawas County.

While horse thieves were often punished with hanging, Perry instead was initially sentenced to five years in prison. The prisoner had been wounded during his arrest, however, and when his leg refused to heal properly, the governor pardoned him after a year. After he returned home, the entire Perry clan reportedly disappeared from the region. Local residents learned afterward that Perry was more than just a horse thief; he had also been involved with counterfeiters who were operating in the region. At a time when many different types of coins from different countries were commonly used, it was easy for counterfeiters to produce their own and place them in circulation.

Settlers in Ohio’s rural regions were not the only ones confronted by crime at that time. Mob violence, which was also occurring in other states, repeatedly erupted in one of Ohio’s major cities. Despite laws against rioting, the offices of a three-month-old Cincinnati newspaper, the Philanthropist, were broken into in mid July, 1836, and the printing press was destroyed. On July 30, a group gathered at the corner of Main and Seventh Streets and invaded the newspaper offices once again, tearing apart the press and destroying other property. According to Howe, “A portion of the press was dragged down Main street, broken up and thrown into the river.” As that occurred, more office equipment was piled at the center of Main Street with plans for a bonfire, which was averted at the last minute. What had provoked these repeated attacks against the paper? The reason was the abolition of slavery, which was a highly controversial topic in the state in the years leading up to the Civil War. Apparently, the mob did not agree with the paper’s anti-slavery stance. Once the offices were destroyed, the angry crowd went hunting for the editor, James G. Birney, and the printer, A. Pugh. Along the way, they tried to attack some African Americans who lived in Church Alley, but rapidly dispersed when they were greeted with gunfire.

In September 1841, another riot broke out in Cincinnati when fighting escalated between some Irish settlers and some African Americans. After a crowd of whites invaded a black neighborhood to try and find one of the men involved in the initial confrontation, the African American community mobilized and took to the streets. The mob was greeted with hostility and it wasn’t long before gunfire erupted. Three days passed before local authorities were able to restore peace. They arrested about 250 members of the mob, forcing the rest to disperse. But as a precaution, the military was brought in to patrol the city in the days that followed.

Seven years later, Cincinnati was the scene of another riot, but this one did not erupt over race. Instead, it centered around two ex-soldiers who had returned to the city after serving in the Mexican War. The men had boarded with a family of German immigrants and were later charged with sexually assaulting their eleven-year-old daughter. Cincinnati residents were reportedly so outraged that they stormed the jail, ready to lynch both men for the heinous crime. Although ordered to withdraw, the crowd refused and fighting broke out. Eleven people died during the confrontation before the military was able to dispel the mob. The two men were ultimately released several months later when it was discovered that they had been falsely accused by the German immigrants. Apparently, the family had persuaded their daughter to lie to blackmail the men into signing over the 160 acres they had each received as payment for their time in the military. Before they could be charged, however, the family fled the city.

By the mid nineteenth century, Ohio’s population had grown to more than one million. While new settlers still arrived almost daily in the Buckeye State, others had well-established roots in their communities by that time. But even then, the public faces some people presented were not the same as the ones they wore in private. In 1857, residents of the tiny town of Sylvania were shocked to learn they harbored a serial killer in their midst. Situated in Lucas County on the outskirts of the city of Toledo, Sylvania was founded around 1835 by General David White. In 1832, White was one of the first to move there and buy a large tract of land that would later become known as Sylvania, which is Latin for “woodlands.” Predominantly settled by hardworking German, Irish, and English immigrants, the town quickly developed a thriving main street where many businesses were located. Peace in the tiny community was shattered in 1857, when Return Jonathan Meigs Ward was convicted of the gruesome murder of his wife, Olive. Ward, a tailor by trade, had been married twice before he and Olive wed. His first wife had died and his second wound up in an insane asylum.

Ward and Olive had only known each other for a few days before they wed, but she apparently thought he would be a good provider for her and her two children from a previous marriage. Unfortunately, the tailor soon proved to be an abusive spouse, who strongly disliked her eight-year-old son and three-year-old daughter. The couple quarreled constantly after settling into a tiny one-story house on Division Street. In November 1856, Olive left him and moved back to Adrian, Michigan, where she had previously lived, but according to Gaye E. Gindy, author of Murder in Sylvania, Ohio, Ward apparently was not ready to let her go. After they had been separated for a few months, he persuaded Olive to come back to Sylvania, but he didn’t know she had an ulterior motive when she agreed to return. Gindy noted, “Her plan was to go to Ward’s house, get her clothes and other valuables and then go back to Adrian.” Olive arrived in Sylvania on January 31, 1857. Soon afterward, she disappeared.
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