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editor ’ s n ot e
This issue of Ohio History represents a turning point in the journal’s recent
history. For the first time in a number of years readers will enjoy a double
dose of regional scholarship and reviews as the journal moves into semi
annual publication. This issue also represents a changing of the guard so
to speak as the journal transitions from my editorship to the able hands of
my colleague, Donna M. DeBlasio. Over the past seven years I have had the
pleasure of reading widely and deeply in the history of the Buckeye State and
the surrounding region. Youngstown State University has been, and will continue to be, a supportive branch for Ohio History, providing both office space
and time to engage in editing activities. I have also been fortunate to have the
assistance of solid editorial board members, who are working to keep Ohio
History a viable outlet for budding and established scholars alike. Sadly, this
past December the journal, and the historical field, lost one of our most valued members with the passing of Andrew R. L. Cayton. Drew served on the
editorial board for Ohio History during my entire tenure as editor and always
gave generously of his time to provide advice and thoughtful comments to
numerous contributors. The Kent State University Press remains a steadfast
advocate for Ohio History. Press director Will Underwood, managing editor
Mary Young, and design and production manager Christine Brooks are especially responsible for maintaining the quality and consistency of the journal. They transform our work into a professional journal that has maintained
its scholarly reputation for more than a century.
	I am certain that Donna DeBlasio will continue to bring readers quality
scholarship, and I expect that with her applied history background, she will
take the journal into new and important directions. I am grateful to all for
allowing me the opportunity to be associated with Ohio History.

5

p u b l isher’s n ot e
The Kent State University Press is pleased to welcome Donna M. DeBlasio to
the editorial team of Ohio History. Professor DeBlasio joins her Youngstown
State University colleague, L. Diane Barnes, as coeditor of this second issue
of volume 123. Beginning with volume 124 in 2017, Dr. DeBlasio will assume
sole editorship of the journal.
Our profound thanks to Professor Barnes for her outstanding work as editor of Ohio History. Under her guidance the flame of Buckeye State scholarship has burned brightly. We look forward to that fire continuing to burn with
equal brilliance under the editorial hand of Donna DeBlasio.
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The State of Ohio History
A Roundtable Discussion

Introduction
Gregory S. Wilson
This past year, I challenged a talented group of colleagues to consider the
state of Ohio history and present their ideas at the Ohio Academy of History annual meeting in 2015. I meant for us to contemplate both research
about Ohio, as well how we teach and present that history in Ohio’s schools
and its public history settings. Happily, they accepted. Stemming from that
conversation, L. Diane Barnes commissioned the following set of essays for
publication here.
	Several things prompted my concern, and many of them are described in
the following pages. My colleague at the University of Akron, Kevin F. Kern,
and I coauthored a new state history of Ohio, and I thought it might be an
opportune moment to step back and examine how we tell the story of a state,
and whether telling that story remained important and useful, or even just
plain interesting.1 Many years into the “cultural turn” in the discipline of
history, and with more attention paid to global and transnational histories,

This roundtable discussion was part of the Spring 2015 Ohio Academy of History (OAH) conference at Ohio Northern University at Ada, Ohio.
1. See Kevin F. Kern and Gregory S. Wilson, Ohio: A History of the Buckeye State (Boston:
Wiley-Blackwell, 2013).
Ohio History, Vol. 123 No. 2 © 016 by The Kent State University Press
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whither the focus on something so seemingly trite as a state, let alone Ohio,
an entity rarely associated outside the state with anything besides blandness,
deindustrialization, and football? I had wondered, too, how the teaching of
Ohio’s history fared both in the public schools and at the college level. Having worked with teachers from across Ohio, as well as history professionals
working outside academe, I also thought it wise to consider how Ohio’s history is faring in public history settings across the state. What stories, if any,
are we telling—and hearing—about Ohio’s history?
The results of these musings are the ideas, questions, and suggestions
penned below from L. Diane Barnes, Kevin F. Kern, David J. Merkowitz,
and Donna M. DeBlasio. I thank each of them for their contributions. Together, they demonstrate that the people of Ohio remain interested in history generally and in the history of Ohio in particular. But they caution us,
in various ways, to be alert for just how and why that history is being used,
threats to history as a professional subject and discipline, and how it is being
taught and studied. To paraphrase a famous quotation, the price of critically
engaged, supported, and relevant history is eternal vigilance. Together these
essays highlight the past foundation of Ohio history and offer important
pleas for new directions in the study, teaching, and presentation of Ohio’s
rich, compelling, and important history.

part I: The Ohio History Journal
L. Diane Barnes
As editor of the Ohio History journal, I have been thinking a lot about
state history and whether it has outlived its usefulness as a category of
study, perspective, and analysis. I think maybe it has, at least in its current
practice. The ways that state history has been conceived and approached
in the last fifty years (maybe one hundred years) has changed little. This
failure of practitioners of Ohio history to keep up with the times created
an impression of the field as anachronistic and backward looking.
	Scholarly submissions to the journal have remained fairly constant and
centered around just a few subjects: state politics and politicians, state development and infrastructure, and war, with a little of abolitionism, civil
rights, and the Kent State shootings thrown in for good measure. This persistent trend continues today, and I am as guilty as earlier editors of main-
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taining the old guard. A recent volume, for example, included a cogent
essay exploring the influence of Thomas Jefferson’s 1801 religious liberty
letter to the Danbury, Connecticut, Baptists on the framers of the 1803
Ohio Constitution. Another examined James A. Garfield’s front-porch
campaign for the presidency, while a third considered the intersection of
slavery, race, and regional identity in Ohio during the early republic.2 Excellent scholarship drove all of these essays, and the historiography of the
state advanced in each area; however, these same subjects might have appeared in the Ohio History of a generation (or more) ago. Perhaps it is time
for us to look outside the eighty-eight counties composing the Buckeye
State to make new and meaningful connections with the larger political,
social, and economic structures in the nation’s history, and even beyond.
	After taking a brief survey of the journal’s past century, it is no wonder
that few submissions reflect the diversity of scholarship occurring in other
vibrant areas of American history. If I were a scholar of, say, gender, race
relations, or comparative politics, a quick look through the past issues of
Ohio History would hardly convince me that the journal represents an appropriate outlet for my work. In order to make the Ohio History journal, and
Ohio history in general, relevant to today’s scholars, I think we need to make
some fundamental changes in approach and broaden our scholarly dialogue
to expand beyond the borders of the state and maybe even the region.
	A recent issue of The American Historian, the magazine of the other
OAH,3 featured a special series on the “Internationalization of American
History,” which got me thinking about the state of Ohio history and how a
broader perspective might revitalize the field. Following that perspective, I
would like to offer some suggestions for a new direction that might revitalize state and regional history and allow historians of Ohio to make connections and contributions to a broader scholarly audience.
	In her contribution to the aforementioned series in the OAH magazine,
Jane Kamensky explored the ways that scholars of early America have shifted
from what “used to be called early America” toward an emphasis on either
2. See volume 121 (2014) of Ohio History for essays by David Scott, “The Ohio Constitution
of 1803, Jefferson’s Danbury Letter, and Religion in Education,” 73–88; by Jeffrey Normand
Bourdon, “Germans, Jubilee Singers, and Axe Men: James A. Garfield and the Original FrontPorch Campaign for the Presidency,” 112–29; and John Craig Hammond, “‘The Most Free of
Free States’: Politics, Slavery, Race, and Regional Identity in Early Ohio, 1790–1820,” 35–57.
3. Organization of American Historians.
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“continental history” or “Atlantic history.”4 State history can well benefit from
its own escape from exceptionalism in the same ways that early Americanists have stepped back from anticipating (and celebrating) the establishment
of the United States. By looking at Ohio as a small part of the larger North
American continent or the larger nation, regionalists might similarly stake a
claim to a new and broader interpretive narrative. Perhaps we should emphasize a new regionalism and consider it the “field that used to be called state
history.” Instead of reconsidering the anniversary of the Battle of Lake Erie, or
the Siege of Fort Meigs, we might emphasize the global implications of those
events in terms of trade, international relations, or even military strategy. A
transnational or North American perspective might reveal a vibrant new perspective and broaden historical understanding of these conventional topics.
Or, historians might examine the impact of these larger traditional events on
groups who have received little attention within the journal’s pages. For example, much benefit can be gained from examining how women and African
Americans figure in such seminal Ohio events as the statehood movement,
the War of 1812, and the Civil War home front.
Of course, some scholars of Ohio’s early past, including R. Douglas Hurt
and Andrew R. L. Cayton, have already made important forays into stretching such boundaries. In The Ohio Frontier, Hurt explored the Ohio country’s formative era from a broad regional perspective encompassing the Old
Northwest.5 In his cogent essay collection coauthored with Peter S. Onuf,
Cayton challenged historians to move outside state boundaries and think
more deeply about the conception of political participation, gender, and regionalism.6 Others of us might do well to recall that events, individuals, and
narratives in Ohio history can mean much more if they look outward and
expand our boundaries. Yet even to consider a larger Midwestern approach
might take some of us into new territory.
	Recently, Jon K. Lauck has argued for a revival of Midwestern history, and
his suggestions might well apply to state history as well.7 Midwestern history,
like Ohio history, has hardly been a “sexy” area of studies since at least the
4. Jane Kamensky, “The Ocean, the Continent, and the Nation, or, What Used to Be Called
Early American History,” The American Historian (Feb. 2015): 30.
5. R. Douglas Hurt, The Ohio Frontier: Crucible of the Old Northwest, 1720–1830 (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1998).
6. Andrew R. L. Cayton and Peter S. Onuf, The Midwest and the Nation: Rethinking the History of a Region (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1990).
7. Jon K. Lauck, Toward a Revival of Midwestern History (Iowa City: Univ. of Iowa Press, 2013).
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middle of the twentieth century, but I think we can improve its relevance. As
many historians turned to examine the civil rights movement, gender history,
and even the Cold War, our journal continued to attract the work of those
plugging along at the age-old problems of politics, state development, and
transportation history. (And, by the way, I love all of those subjects!) Lauck
suggests that focusing on exploring the larger significance of regional history
in the national narrative might revive Midwestern history. We might also ask
ourselves how important events and narratives across American and global
history are reflected in Ohio and the larger region. In short, if Ohio history is
to survive as a field of study, we need to reach outside our traditional boundaries and comfort zones. We welcome the submission of new and innovative
scholarship to the Ohio History journal.

Part II: The State of Ohio History Education
Kevin F. Kern
In commenting on Ohio history education, I have the benefit of a long and
varied background that bears directly on the subject. I grew up in Ohio and
attended Ohio public schools, as did both of my children, who took Ohio
history in the fourth grade. My father taught Ohio history at the college
level for decades, and I have taught Ohio history at the University of Akron
for the past fifteen years. From this perspective, my assessment of the current state of Ohio history education on the K‒12 and college levels is mostly
positive, but I do have some significant areas of concern.
For example, there is much that is pleasing regarding the way Ohio history
is now taught to schoolchildren, including significant improvements within
the last ten or twelve years. Driving this point home to me were the different
classroom experiences of my two children. My daughter had her fourth-grade
Ohio history class about a dozen years ago, and I read her class materials
with a great deal of dismay. They often presented the topic simplistically—
too frequently following a modified “great man” discourse—and elided over
uncomfortable issues such as Indian conflict and removal. Her readings were
also often out of date or just plain incorrect. In her textbook, for example, the
Adena people “replaced” the Archaic people, and the Hopewell people subsequently “replaced” them (an interpretation that had been out of date for decades), and steamboats paddled up and down Ohio canals (canal boats were
towed; Ohio steamboats plied its rivers and Lake Erie). This put me in the
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uncomfortable position of telling my daughter that the textbook was wrong,
but that for the tests she should probably repeat the incorrect information if
she wanted to get a good grade.
Because of this, my hopes were not high when my son took fourth-grade
Ohio history this past year. I was pleasantly surprised. The textbook he used
was written in consultation with a number of history PhDs (I was one of
them) and presented concepts in a manner that was simplified, but not simplistic. The historical material effectively integrated economic and social
themes, and it did deal squarely with some less comfortable issues of the
state’s past. While my son was not a fan of his history homework, at least I
knew that he was being taught the subject better than his sister had been.
	Naturally, the experiences of my two children are anecdotal, but they are
also instructive. An examination of the new state standards for Ohio history reveals a solidly historical approach that is well integrated with other
social studies fields. The theme for the year, “Ohio in the United States,”
situates Ohio history in the larger context of U.S. history, American government, and the national economy. The use of both primary and secondary
sources to create narratives is one of the main goals in cultivating historical
thinking and skills. In this, the standards accomplish much—teaching children not just a fuller version of Ohio history than they had received before,
but also key tools in helping children “think like a historian.”8
For all the positives of these new standards, they are not without potential
concerns. Beyond the usual historical debates over emphasis or what gets
included and what does not, there are some more troubling issues that arise
from the structure of Ohio’s state educational system. While the teachers
and historians who constructed the new state standards have expertise in
history content and pedagogy, the people who administer the standards often do not. Items in the standards can be challenged or changed by the State
Board of Education, many of whom are political appointees, and fewer than
half of whom have spent any time teaching in a classroom.9 As such, these
challenges may sometimes have more to do with politics or personalities
8. Ohio Department of Education, “Ohio’s New Learning Standards: Social Studies Standards,” http://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Ohio-s-New-Learning-Standards/Social
-Studies/SS-Standards.pdf.aspx; Ohio Department of Education, “Ohio’s New Learning Standards:
K-12 Social Studies,” http://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Ohio-s-New-LearningStandards/Social-Studies/SS-Standards.pdf.aspx.
9. Data collected from biographies on the Ohio Board of Education Web site: “State Board
of Education Members,” http://education.ohio.gov/State-Board/State-Board-Members.
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than sound pedagogy. By way of illustration, in June 2015 someone from the
Ohio Department of Education approached me and my colleague, Gregory
S. Wilson, to serve as experts on Ohio history regarding a content statement
that a particular board member insisted was “incorrect.” The statement itself
was a matter of fact that is not in dispute among historians who specialize in
the area, and we wrote a well-documented response establishing it as such to
counter the charge. From this episode, it is difficult to come to any conclusion other than that the unnamed board member simply did not like a basic
historical fact and wanted it removed. While Ohio has not witnessed the
kind of political wrangling over historical education content as some other
states have, it is not immune to it, and every change in the composition of
the State Board of Education has the potential to bring new challenges to
teachers and course content.
The outlook regarding Ohio history education on the college level is more
mixed than it is from kindergarten to twelfth grade. First, the good news.
In some ways this is a golden age of college-level classroom materials because of the ever-expanding content available from academic presses and
on the Internet. Access to high-quality primary and secondary sources in
Ohio history is greater than ever before. Not only have there been a number
of very good books on Ohio history published by academic presses in the
past twenty years, but also services like JSTOR provide instant access to the
entire run of numerous academic journals in digital format, fully searchable.
The same is true of primary sources, with numerous formerly hard-to-find
primary documents now only a mouse click away.
Yet at the same time, the Internet has raised new challenges for collegelevel instruction. The ease of access to sources on the Internet has resulted
in a generation of “digital natives” who tend to spurn any source that cannot
be found on the Web. This means that many will never set foot in a library
if they can help it, even if a book they really need for their research is on the
shelves there. While many books concerning broader historical topics are
available online in some form, this is less true of important books in history
niches like Ohio history. Even more serious is the effect that the Internet is
beginning to have on the production of new, refereed historical literature.
The secondhand book market through sellers like Amazon.com has reduced
demand for newly published books overall, which in turn makes books on
topics with an already limited audience—like Ohio history—less attractive
to publishers. Academic presses, always on the margins of profitability before
the Internet, now find themselves struggling for survival. Several academic
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publishers have already folded. As of this writing, the fate of the University
of Akron Press—which has a vibrant series on Ohio history and culture—is
up in the air after a round of budget cuts.
Beyond these larger issues surrounding the historical literature, other general trends are affecting the state of Ohio history at the college level. Even as
the total number of baccalaureate degrees awarded by Ohio colleges and universities has increased in the last five years, the number of those degrees that
are in the humanities has dropped by 15 percent, and humanities degrees currently compose only 8 percent of the total number granted. History is among
the disciplines hardest hit by this trend. Both Ohio State and the University
of Cincinnati, for example, report that the number of history degrees is down
by more than 30 percent.10 With fewer history majors overall, there is less demand for history courses (including Ohio history), a trend that is exacerbated
by the use of Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate credit to
meet collegiate history general education requirements. Having already fulfilled those requirements, many students choose not to take a history class for
the entirety of their college education.
Yet Ohio history courses are also negatively affected by an entirely different trend as well: changes in professional teacher training. Because Ohio
history is part of the K‒12 curriculum, education programs often require
students to take this subject. In the past, this has provided college-level Ohio
history courses with a steady stream of guaranteed enrollment from nonhistory majors and generally full classrooms. However, the market for teachers in Ohio has been tight for years due to a number of factors, but especially
demographically driven declines in student enrollment. This has led to a decrease in demand for education majors and, as a result, a steady decline in
the number of new education BAs granted and in the number of first-time
teacher license holders since 2005.11 Colleges and departments of education
have scrambled to adjust to these changed circumstances, including admitting fewer students and changing requirements. At the University of Akron,
the results of all these trends have been particularly stark. The Department
of History used to offer four or more sections of Ohio history every year,
10. Colin Binkley, “Technology Edging out Humanities at Ohio Colleges,” Columbus Dispatch,
May 9, 2015, http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/local/2015/05/09/technology-edging-outhumanities.html.
11. Jay Zagorsky, Randall Olsen, Joshua Hawley, and Jennifer Gnagey, “2013 Teacher Supply
and Demand in Ohio,” Ohio Department of Education, http://oerc.osu.edu/sites/oerc.osu.edu/
files/research/reports/OERC_2013OhioTeacherSupplyDemandReport_FINAL_10.21.13.pdf.
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sometimes having to increase class sizes to forty or more students in order to
accommodate the demand. In the 2014–15 year, by contrast, the department
offered only three sections that had such low enrollments that the summer
section—a class that never failed to fill in any year since 2001—was cancelled
by the university for insufficient enrollment. Anecdotal though this example
may be, it speaks to larger challenges facing the teaching of Ohio history in
colleges and universities throughout the state. Barring significant changes,
these trends will only continue for the immediate future.
	Nevertheless, these troubling issues should not obscure the generally
strong state of Ohio history education. While fewer students may be taking
Ohio history, those who do have the benefit of unprecedented access to quality primary and secondary sources. Furthermore, Ohio history continues to
be privileged among many other history courses in that it is still a requirement for numerous BA programs in education. While content standards may
change and be affected by nonacademic influences, the fourth-graders who
are taking Ohio history right now are learning from a curriculum that has
improved vastly not only from my childhood, but also just from ten years ago.
Real areas of concern continue to exist and should not be ignored, but from
the perspective of several decades of living and teaching in Ohio, the positives
currently far outweigh the negatives.

Part III: The State of the Humanities in Ohio
David J. Merkowitz
“But he was so busy destroying the old notion that he did not construct a
new and better one.”
—Richard Wade, The Urban Frontier: The Rise of Western Cities, 1790‒1830

The question before this panel is: What is the state of Ohio history? My immediate response is twofold. First, Ohio’s history as a singular subject barely
registers outside of Ohio history classes and the speeches of politicians running for statewide office. Second, when the public thinks about the topic, I will
assert that Ohioans have developed post-traumatic stress history (PTSH). I
define PTSH as an inability to move beyond the traumatic moment in the
development of historical narrative. Perhaps the most common refrain across
the state is: “Things were so much better back when . . .” Generally that describes an idealized moment in the third quarter of the twentieth century,
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when the factories were still open, the coal was coming out of the ground, and
family farms still abounded. Any historian could challenge the accuracy of a
declensionary narrative, but nevertheless the notion that Ohio is fighting to
restore a lost luster remains dominant.
From what perspective do I gaze at Ohio’s history? I come to this panel
representing Ohio Humanities, the leading statewide public humanities/
history grantmaker. Ohio Humanities is the state-based partner of the National Endowment for the Humanities and has given grants to organizations
for projects in the humanities (and history) since 1972. We seek to serve all
Ohioans. Some of the activities that we fund include documentary media
projects, conferences/symposia/lectures, civic engagement, placemaking,
art/history museum exhibits, and book festivals. In a quick overview of our
grantmaking since the fall of 2011, there are no statewide projects that seek
to address significant issues in general Ohio history. We have funded a couple of art museum exhibits that focus on the larger story of Ohio primarily
through artistic and material culture.
Ohio Humanities is distinctive in the public humanities world in that
we provide funding to other organizations for their projects and carry out
our own programs. Ohio Humanities programs include the Ohio Chautauqua—a living-history tent performance and a Speakers Bureau—a premier source of accessible humanities content for nonprofit organizations of
all sizes. We have circulated a number of humanities and history exhibits
throughout the state during the last twenty years.
Ohio Humanities activities are informed by a set of foundational beliefs
about the power of the public humanities to shape the lives of Ohioans and
thus our engagement with the state of Ohio’s history. We aim to fund projects that situate and share stories in the context of the humanities, encouraging participants to take part in considered reflection on those stories. We
want to provide opportunities for Ohioans to interpret the past and imagine
the future; define individual beliefs, values, and aspirations; understand and
engage diverse cultures; and create and sustain vibrant communities. In a
state as rich in history as Ohio, developing the broader appreciation and
knowledge of that history ought to open up vistas of opportunity to imagine
a better future for the state.
	In addition to my role with Ohio Humanities, I also studied history at
the University of Toledo and the University of Cincinnati, where I received
my PhD. These comments are informed by my experience in those two history departments stretching back to the late 1990s.
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	An important question that comes to mind when evaluating the state of
Ohio’s history is: What is the most common context for the study of Ohio
history? One place is whatever residual state history education that still exists in the K‒12 environment. This provides limited opportunities to consider
seriously this topic. Many universities in the state continue to offer an Ohio
history class (I took it at UT twenty years ago). I would imagine more time is
devoted to the broader questions in these classes, but maybe five hundred students across the entire state are taking such a course in a given year. The Ohio
History Connection (OHC) did develop an online textbook devoted to Ohio
history, so they are not ignoring the topic. However, from my perspective,
I do not see OHC initiating a statewide conversation around this topic that
focuses on all Ohioans rather than serving grade school students. As I have
mentioned, politicians who are running for statewide office certainly have an
interest in developing a narrative about the state’s history. However, those narratives focus predominantly on the recent past and are shaped by the ideological arguments that the politician is seeking to make with this “useful” history. At various points, universities have devoted a small amount of support
to the study of the topic, but generally to serve that K‒12 audience rather than
as a subject deserving a place among the great subjects of history. The more
convincing evidence points toward neglect. There have been just four major
single-volume histories of Ohio in the last fifty years.12 Ohio Humanities has
flirted with this topic over the years, but never focused its energy directly on
this topic. The closest the organization came was during the bicentennial in
2003, but even then our primary partners were local historical organizations.
	In reflecting on the lack of attention to the topic and the traumatic nature
of Ohio’s history over the last fifty years, I was able to identify three broad
challenges to the health of Ohio’s history. First, Ohio’s history is not controlled by historians (academic but even broader than that). The kinds of narratives that historians create and the topics that they study are not the dominant way that most Ohioans (and those who think about Ohio history) think
about that history. One might say that Ohio lacks a strong revisionist voice in
its history. The dominant narratives that get created in the press and among
Ohioans in conversation rarely get the intensive study that creates space for
historians to play a significant role. Have historians over the years influenced
12. Walter Havinghurst, Ohio: A Bicentennial History (New York: Norton, 1976); George
Knepper, Ohio and Its People, 3rd ed. (Kent, Ohio: Kent State Univ. Press, 2003); Andrew Cayton, Ohio: The History of a People (Columbus: The Ohio State Univ. Press, 2002; Kern and
Wilson, Ohio: A History of the Buckeye State.
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the kinds of stories Ohioans consider the core of the state’s history? Certainly,
but those are more exceptions than the rule.
Why is this the case? To give one recent example from Ohio Humanities, when we reformed the grant guidelines we shifted our name for the key
humanities individuals in the project from scholars to professionals. This
seemed the proper move because we found that few historians and other academic humanities scholars managed to get beyond the walls of academe and
also had the study of Ohio as a significant research interest. So often, our
partner organizations rely on local historians, lawyers, librarians, archivists,
and some social science disciplines for the intellectual support that we expect
humanities scholars to provide in our grants.
	A second theme is that in Ohio the local story is preeminent. Nearly every
town, county, or region in the state has a pretty clear sense of the narrative arc
of its history. Rarely do you find a similar sense when applied to the state as a
whole. At times, the effort to construct a cohesive narrative collapses as the exceptions are piled on based on the differences across the state. At other times,
the narrative quickly aligns to one of the hoary clichés that prevent extended
reflection or reconsideration of Ohio’s history. Examples that come to mind
are the speeches of Ohio politicians and the dominance of the Rust Belt narrative more than thirty years after its heyday. A positive outcome of the power of
the local over the general is that many parts of the state have developed their
own historiography. The sources of this historiography are among the various
historical societies and museums of a region or the graduate departments of
history across the state. A historian of Cincinnati, Cleveland, or Appalachian
Ohio has access to a pretty well-developed set of arguments about the history
and a body of work that grapple with that history. Furthermore, earlier eras in
Ohio history (early settlement, industrialization, Civil War, Gilded Age, and
the Progressive Era) have more developed historiographies than later ones.
There is definitely a significant drop-off in coverage after World War II. The
effect of this imbalance is that the pressing questions that Ohio confronts in
the second decade of the twenty-first century are not well addressed by the
work of historians. Without a continual revisiting of the narrative across space
and time, the overall state of Ohio’s history tends to stagnate and not reflect a
process of continual revision based on new work and changing contemporary
conditions. The result is that after nearly fourteen years of higher history education in Ohio, I never came upon anything resembling a cohesive history of
Ohio that reflects a well-developed historiography.
The third theme is really more of a trend. There are two distinct but related
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developments in the history of Ohio that are worthy of attention. I’ll note
that these are somewhat underdeveloped, but ought to be mentioned. First,
there seems to be a strong move toward the peripheralization of Ohio. The
one exception that comes to mind is the Greater Columbus area. There is a
constant low-level complaint beyond Columbus, Cleveland, and Cincinnati
that Ohio gives too much attention to those places, and so Ohio beyond the
I-71 corridor becomes the periphery. Another example is expansion of the
Appalachian identity. My sense is that the Appalachian identity and narrative
have grown over the last forty years to include not only the core counties of
southeast and eastern Ohio, but also the descendants of migrants from those
regions in all the major cities as well as bordering counties that have similar economic conditions, if not the same cultural background. Cincinnati’s
self-selected city-state identity is another example. For nearly all cities and
towns in the state, the rise of the Rust Belt narrative has hidden more about
the history of these places than it reveals. Every place that once had a thriving industry that is now marked by empty brownfields or forlorn abandoned
buildings becomes a peripheral place to the desirable and growing Sun Belt
well beyond the borders of Ohio. The result is that so much of Ohio’s history
is dominated by its post-traumatic stress history. The questions, when they
are asked, are so often focused on where things went wrong, how great really
was the golden age, and what are the attempts (generally failed) to recover the
lost prosperity. The toxic combination of lack of attention and PTSH is the
state of Ohio’s history. One could sum up the attitude of so many Ohioans as:
“Nothing here is really all that important, but yesterday was better than today
and tomorrow doesn’t promise to be any better.”
	I want to add a final comment that focuses less on the larger themes and
more on the style of Ohio history. From the perspective of the public humanities, we live in the world of Sam Wineburg, who described historical thinking
as not a natural human endeavor, but rather one that can be taught and has
value. We also live in Roy Rozenzweig and David Thelen’s world as they encouraged the discipline to accept and value the democratization of history. I
believe historians can play a more prominent role in the intellectual life of the
state only to the degree that they embrace the Wineburg-Rozenzweig-Thelen
model of a democratic history that pays attention to arguments about the
value of history to a functioning political community.13
13. Sam Wineburg, Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts: Charting the Future of Teaching
the Past (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press, 2001); Roy Rozenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence
of the Past: Popular Uses of History in American Life (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1998).
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	In closing, I will offer three areas of study that seem particularly ripe and
ready to serve as a way out of this rather depressing situation. First, a turn
toward the environmental history of the state offers opportunities to utilize a
broader perspective within which to contextualize Ohioans’ experience with
the world around them and the changes associated with that relationship.
Second, the urban historians ought to turn their gaze to the creation and
continued development of the multinodal metropolis. Ohio took the lead in
discouraging investment in the urban core while building up multiple competing nodes around the state’s cities. Rather than a narrative of urban renaissance, it may be more helpful to think of the story of Ohio’s cities as a continual competition among nodes for predominance. Finally, when one looks
at the health of minority communities across the nation, Ohio, unfortunately,
ranks high on the lists of poor quality-of-life measures for those groups. The
question to explore is: What is it about Ohio’s politics, economy, and culture
that is so punishing to these communities? These areas of study offer a set of
possible future directions that are significant to the national conversation and
ought to provide good fodder for a generation of rising historians to explore.

Part IV: The State of Public History in Ohio
Donna M. DeBlasio
The term “public (or applied) history” has been around for a long time. It
takes even longer to try to define just what we mean by that terminology;
those of us who are practitioners struggle with it on a regular basis. I think
something most of us can agree on is that public history is history that takes
place outside the formal classroom, whether K‒12 or postsecondary. Its practitioners can be found in historical societies, museums, libraries, archives,
private cultural resource management firms, and other allied entities. It is a
vast field encompassing everything from museum exhibits to oral histories to
historic preservation initiatives to public programs. The state of Ohio, in all
its diversity, is rich with the variety of public history programs and projects.
Perhaps the best way to look at the state of public history in Ohio is to discuss
the kinds of institutions and programs that express the best of the field.
For many, the best known and most obvious means to deliver public history is in historical societies and museums. Ohio is blessed with all kinds
of such entities from large museums to small historic house properties and
everything in between. These agencies are more important than they often
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understand or recognize. According to Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen,
80 percent of the Americans they surveyed for their publication, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in American Life, felt that museums
were the most trustworthy source for learning about history. Compare that
to a humbling 54.3 percent for college teachers and a surprising 11 percent for
movies and television.14 Whether a historic site or a freestanding museum,
these agencies have a responsibility to deliver quality programs to the general public—and often do.
The Ohio Local History Alliance (OLHA), the statewide organization for
Ohio historical societies, museums, and allied entities, has about four hundred members throughout the state. The Ohio History Connection (OHC)
alone has fifty-eight historic sites and museums in forty of the state’s eightyeight counties, many of which are now operated by local partners. These
properties are diverse and cover the panoply of Ohio history from prehistoric
Indian cultures to the contemporary aerospace industry. Since 2010, OHC
and its sites saw an increase in visitation by about 114 percent.15 If OHC is any
indication, the public sees value in the work done by historical agencies.
	In many ways, historical societies and museums are trying to shed the stereotype of stuffy places that deal only with the history of famous white dead
guys (and some white women)—and Ohio is home to several facilities dedicated to its U.S. presidents—there are more attempts to include everyone, no
matter their race, ethnicity, class, gender, or sexual orientation in the story.
Historical societies and museums are slowly catching up with the professional
academic historians’ interpretation of the past. Not only that, these agencies
are integrating a more sophisticated, less black-and-white interpretation into
their exhibits and programming. While certainly not all are quite there yet, in
order to survive, they will have to change with the times. In the twenty-first
century, visitors to the state’s historical sites and museums will get a much
better snapshot of Ohio’s diverse nature and its rich past.
What about the other ways public history and historians preserve and interpret the state’s past? Archives and libraries have long been the keepers of
our history. They make invaluable historic resources ranging from newspapers to manuscript collections to photographs to oral histories available to researchers of every stripe. These facilities are found in every community, large
and small. Some are freestanding, while others are connected to a historical
14. Rosenzweig and Thelen, The Presence of the Past, 91.
15. Ohio History Connection, 2014 Annual Report, July 2015.
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society or museum. Some archives are within public libraries or postsecondary institutions. The state of Ohio, recognizing the importance of its public
records at all levels of government, houses them in the Ohio History Center’s
archives and regional archives around the state. Thanks to the Web, many archives are making at least some of their collections accessible through the Internet, yet the volume of such material is so great that researchers still have to
visit in person. There are treasures from our past buried everywhere in Ohio.
By digging through these resources, who knows what might be unearthed
and added to our study of the Buckeye State?
Historic preservationists can also be found all around the state. They
usually surface when a beloved structure is about to meet the bulldozer. As
an active movement, historic preservation got the federal imprimatur with
the passage of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (NHPA). This
important piece of legislation established the National Register of Historic
Places and a system of state and tribal historic preservation offices. More
importantly, NHPA included review and compliance provisions known as
Section 106, which ensured that any federal undertaking would be assessed
for its impact on historic and archeological properties. Since there is no
such thing as the preservation police, enforcement of Section 106 is less
than perfect. That being said, Section 106 has been a useful tool in mitigating adverse impacts on the built environment.
	Since its inception following passage of NHPA, the Ohio State Historic Preservation Office (OHPO) has worked with preservationists around the state to
protect our historic resources. Besides reviewing Section 106 projects (which
usually amounts to about five thousand federal undertakings per year), the
OHPO maintains the Ohio Historic Inventory and Ohio Archeological Inventory, which currently includes a total of 140,000 properties around the state.
OHPO also facilitates nominations to the National Register of Historic Places
(and Ohio ranks third of the fifty states in total number of properties listed on
the National Register); facilitates tax credits for historic preservation projects;
and offers workshops, clinics, webinars, and other educational programs.
Throughout the state, there are numerous preservation groups working
to ensure that our physical past isn’t totally eradicated. The Cleveland Restoration Society, for example, “uses the powerful tool of historic preservation to revitalize our diverse communities, strengthen the regional economy, and enhance the quality of life in northeastern Ohio.”16 Other historic
16. Cleveland Restoration Society, http://www.clevelandrestoration.org/about/vision.php.
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preservation societies focus on their community or even one particular
aspect of their built environment. The Iron Soup Historical Preservation
Society in Campbell (east of Youngstown), for example, is dedicated to the
preservation of company housing originally built just after World War I by
the Youngstown Sheet and Tube Company to house immigrant and African
American workers. Like professional academic historians, preservationists
are finally catching up with the diversity of Ohio’s landscape and culture.
No longer satisfied to rescue every pretty Queen Anne structure in sight,
preservationists recognize the value in saving not just “cute” structures but
even those that are harder to love.
One of the last major examples of public history I’d like to address is oral
history. The state of Ohio has an amazingly rich collection of the memories
of its citizens. Formal oral history projects can be found almost anywhere
around the state—not just in our postsecondary institutions. The obvious
places—historical societies, museums, archives, and libraries—often include
oral history interviews among their holdings. Less obviously, religious institutions, nonprofit organizations, and for-profit businesses may house oral
history interviews. Not even counted in the mix are the many individuals
who interview members of their own families to preserve information for
future generations.
	So, what are Ohioans talking about in their interviews? It depends on the
nature of the collection. Some oral history collections, such as Youngstown
State University’s (which is one of the oldest in the state), focus on the history of the region and includes such diverse topics as the 1937 Little Steel
Strike, the history of YSU, World War II, and local ethnic restaurants. To
date, we have collected about 2,300 interviews. While YSU is broadly centered, some like Kent State University narrow their collections to a specific
topic; in this case it is May 4, 1970. Other projects around the state include
the Amherst Historical Society’s oral histories of the local sandstone industry; Aurora Historical Society did interviews on Geauga Lake Park; the
Columbus Jewish Historical Society collects interviews with members of
the Jewish community, including Holocaust survivors. This is a very small
sample of the kind of work going on around Ohio in collecting the memories of diverse groups of interviewees.
The plethora of individuals and organizations wishing to collect oral histories led Ohio Humanities (OH), in 2001, to begin an annual Oral History
Institute to train people in planning and developing oral history projects.
The idea for the Institute came about because of the many grant applications
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to OH that had an oral history component—and the number of prospective grantees who had no idea about how to collect oral history. Originally
designed to help community people, many of whom were associated with a
small historical society or museum, the Institute often included a more diverse group, including graduate students, archivists, and librarians. In 2009,
the Institute’s faculty published Catching Stories: A Practical Guide to Oral
History, capitalizing on this desire for a no-nonsense approach to oral history
interviewing.17
	I have clearly not addressed the newest medium for public historians—the
Internet. The possibilities of disseminating history to the larger public are
endless. From virtual exhibit tours to digital archival collections, the Web can
truly put the public in public history. All of the public history arenas can and
do utilize the Internet to share and inform many more people than we could
even imagine when I first entered the public history field in the 1980s.
	As a final word, I should perhaps mention the education of the public historian. Just how and where does one go to further his or her education in
the field? When I was in graduate school in the late 1970s, there were not
many choices for students who wanted to pursue other options in the history field besides teaching. There were a few programs available, but basically one learned on the job. Since that time, public history programs have
proliferated around the country and in Ohio. In my own program at YSU,
students in the Certificate in Applied History track at the graduate level can
choose museum studies, historic preservation, or a more general selection of
courses. We also offer an undergraduate certificate in historic preservation.
Wright State University has a concentration in public history, a Certificate in
Museum Studies, and a Certificate in Archive Administration and Records
Management. Cleveland State has a graduate museum studies program and
Kent State a graduate public history program. Several schools offer undergraduate degrees or concentrations in some form of public history such as
the University of Akron, Walsh University, Baldwin Wallace University, and
Ursuline College. These are just a few of the places in the Buckeye State where
public history is a part of the curriculum.
	So what is the state of public history in Ohio? In one word—healthy—I
would have to say. Certainly there are many issues facing the various entities that “do” public history, not the least of which are funding and staffing.
17. Donna M. DeBlasio et al., Catching Stories: A Practical Guide to Oral History (Athens,
Ohio: Swallow Press, 2009).
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There is clearly an interest in the state’s history as delivered to the general
public. Those engaged in public history are providing an enormous service
in preserving and interpreting the complexities of Ohio’s past for today and
the future.
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Rules of Engagement
Civil War Courtship Letters and the
“Home Front Imaginary”
Carol Lasser

On Christmas Eve 1863, twenty-six-year-old Elliott Grabill, a white captain
in the 5th United States Colored Troops, wrote from Virginia to the young
woman he had just begun to court by letter. The two had been classmates
before Grabill enlisted in the army along with like-minded Oberlinians in
April 1861 hoping to speed the emancipation of people of color. Explaining
that he had just returned from an expedition through the Dismal Swamp,
Grabill slowly and tentatively built toward the purpose of his letter:
I am not thinking now of the fugitives whose home it once was nor of its
deep solitude, nor of its mossy garlands, nor of its missletoe boughs. I am
not now thinking of my old comrades in Company C, Ohio Seventh terribly
decimated. . . . I am not especially thinking of the part I am performing in the
working of the great problem of human freedom in this most terrible war.
None of these things require much thought as they flit through my mind.
But I am holding in my mind a question of the future. Am I always to
remain alone in the world? Am I to always travel through the world withThis work was originally presented at the Ohio Civil War 150 Conference: Beyond the Battlefield on November 8, 2014. My thanks to the many people who have helped me research, think,
and write about Civil War courtship, including Ken Grossi, Louisa Hoffman, Gary Kornblith,
Andrew Cayton, Jackie Barton, and my former students Hanna Van Reed, Yvette Chen, Louise
Edwards, and Rebekkah Rubin, whose work on the courtship of Giles Shurtleff and Mary Burton
can be found at http://www.oberlin.edu/archive/teaching/projects/hist213/burton/intro.html.
Ohio History, Vol. 123 No. 2 © 016 by The Kent State University Press
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out an abiding place? What has the future in store for me? Am I outside of
destiny? Or [am] I but subject to degrees of fate?1

He continued, admitting, “I am of no fortune of little education—a log . . .
subject to every change of time or puff of wind, maybe the next hour to
drift upon some lonely island or beach on some desert shore.” Then, after
still more circumlocution, he finally arrived at his point: “I cannot give you
much, but all I have and am I offer you as a Christmas Present, myself [with
a double underline in the original], to be yours to love and cherish till death
do us part.” Intending to further underscore the seriousness of his suit, Elliott wrote—in words that give us pause today, in a world where Facebook
and Instagram promise immediate intimacy: “Think not that this is the
whim of a moment. . . . You are probably as well known to me as you would
be after a long courtship under ordinary circumstances. And you know my
general character as well as being slightly acquainted with me personally.”2
He then repeated his “ask,” requesting from his correspondent that she
agree to join “our lifes [sic] to flow in one stream down the vale of life till
it enter the shadow of the stream of death,” concluding, “I shall look for an
answer soon and hope that you will send as a New Years gift the acceptance
of my love and of my life.”3
But the recipient of this remarkable letter seems to have been taken
aback by the abrupt proposal from a man with whom she was only “slightly
acquainted . . . personally.” Although little from her side of the correspondence has survived, it appears that Anna Jenney demonstrated her lack of
enthusiasm for this proposal by failing to respond as immediately and as
often as Elliott had hoped.
Undaunted, Elliott evidently wrote repeatedly to her, seeking her commitment, or at least her correspondence. In February 1864, disappointed
again by the absence of a letter from her in his unit’s mail, he pressed her,
1. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, Dec. 24, 1863, Elliott Grabill Papers, RG 30/43, Oberlin
College Archives, Oberlin, Ohio (hereafter cited as Grabill Papers, OCA). The unit cited here
as the 5th United States Colored Troops was formed as the 127th Ohio Volunteer Regiment in
August 1863, and redesignated the 5th United States Colored Infantry Regiment in November
1863, although it is better known as the 5th United States Colored Troops. For information on
its naming, see Versalle F. Washington, Eagles on Their Buttons: A Black Infantry Regiment in
the Civil War (Columbia: Univ. of Missouri Press, 1999). I thank Ron Gorman for his clarification on this matter.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
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teasing that his friend, James Marsh, the quartermaster, had received the
“prettiest” letter from his fiancée two days previous, and had chided him,
“Don’t you wish you had a sweetheart too?” Elliott then described to Anna
how he had volunteered to stay behind to take the mail to his regiment the
following day after they moved on, all, as he underlined his careful script,
“in the hope that I should get a letter from you!”4
Pleading for her consideration he wrote, with guilt-inducing passive aggression: “Imagine my foolishness. We are going out on an expedition from
which some of us may not return. And if I should happen to be captured, a
bullet would be none the more painful nor a rope the more disgraceful after
such pure letters as come from your pen. Farewell! Continue to pray for our
protection.”5 Clearly, Elliott felt the need to emphasize not only his desire
for a letter, but his precarious situation. And he sought confirmation that,
on the home front, a designated dear one took his suit and his plight seriously. He wanted the assurance of love, and a world beyond the battlefield
where someone cared about him, a world in which his future lay secured
amidst the values and norms he had left behind.
Elliott’s desperate letter, and the larger correspondence in which it was
embedded, eloquently brings the reader into the territory of Civil War epistolary courtship. The stakes were high for Elliott; despite his Victorian upbringing, his raw hunger for emotional connection is almost painful to read. Elliott
craved a relationship with an intimate partner—at the very least on paper—
through which he could live a part of his life away from the battlefield during the bloody war to which he was committed, ideologically and physically.
He wanted connection to the society he had left behind, and its norms and
values, including, and particularly, a ritual in which he could woo and win
the love of a virtuous young woman with whom he could envision creating a
home in the civilian world. Yet the courtship into which he drafted Anna represented more than an escapist dream of future happiness; importantly, it also
anchored Elliott’s present on the home front—a place that soldiers invested
with their feelings about what they were fighting for, a location that was as
much emotional as physical.
This essay takes Elliott Grabill’s letter as the starting point for an exploration of how Civil War courtship between soldiers and the women with
whom they exchanged letters created a “home front imaginary” in which
4. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, Feb. 5, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
5. Ibid.
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Elliott F. Grabill at the beginning
of the Civil War (Courtesy of the
Oberlin College Archives)

the young men established alternatives to, and refuge from, their army lives.
Breaking through the emotional reticence of Victorian culture, soldiers’
correspondence with the women they wooed constructed spaces set apart
from the men’s world of daily danger and deprivation; yet more broadly,
their epistolary relationships both drew upon and structured the values
envisioned as characterizing the civilian world for which they fought. In
this social construct, they found not only a place for sensitive vulnerability and self-disclosure, they also secured a location for domestic dreams
of home and career based on their understandings of the values shared by
their home communities in times of peace. That is, they created a “home
front imaginary.”6
6. The concept of the “social imaginary” has been used by sociologists to designate the collective structures of values and norms held in the minds of human beings about their communities. See, for example, Cornelius Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society (Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1998), 146‒48.
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A white Midwestern male, Elliott was, in many ways, typical of the men
who fought in the Civil War. Like Elliott, Union soldiers were generally
white and overwhelmingly single at the time of their enlistment. At an average age of twenty-six—perhaps not coincidently Elliott’s age as he began his
epistolary relationship with Anna—the typical fighting man had reached
the point in life that most Northern American midcentury males married
for the first time. The Civil War thus took the men away from normal daily
contact with women at a critical moment in their demographic and emotional lives. Under such circumstances, letters from men in army camps to
young women with whom they sought expressive bonds took on additional
weight. While courtship correspondence had frequently played a key role in
deepening the acquaintance of young couples, particularly among educated
youth, the crucible of war invested letters with yet greater significance—and
new degrees of difficulty. The letters generated by soldiers to the women
they hoped to marry both reflected and sought confirmation of the civilian
communities they needed to strengthen their battlefield resolve.7
At the same time, soldiers’ letters also brought the war home to those they
courted, and in so doing changed their female recipients and their social
worlds. Anna’s shift from reluctant correspondent to sensitive fiancée and
finally supportive wife marked her increasing investment in, and emotional
responsiveness to, the needs of her battlefield correspondent. In the process,
Anna, like others, altered her expectations about the trajectory of love and
about men, rewriting the rules of engagement for love in a time of war. Like
Anna, women drawn into an epistolary relationship might, at first, find its
intensity baffling, but they came to participate in—and even normalize—the
new courtship rituals it created. With inklings of intimacy and promises of
domesticity, news of the banal and reports of the daily, the female correspondents wrote from within the home front imaginary, reaching out to their
suitors on the battlefield, offering glimpses of a place that did not quite exist
outside the minds of the couple, but was deeply rooted in the norms and
values of the larger society.
This essay seeks to understand the construction of this home front imaginary by exploring a small slice of courtship correspondence, focusing on
the letters between Elliott Grabill and Anna Jenney, and Grabill’s wartime
7. According to Bell I. Wiley, still an excellent source for the soldier’s experience, out of
every one hundred men in the northern forces, eleven returned wounded, six died of battle
wounds, and eleven died because of illness. Bell Irvin Wiley, The Life of Billy Yank, the Common
Soldier of the Union (Indianapolis, Ind.: Bobbs‐Merrill, 1952).
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colleague, Giles Waldo Shurtleff, and Mary E. Burton. These two sets of letters offer excellent examples of the intensity of Civil War epistolary courtships and their construction of the social imaginary of the northern home
front. Because of Shurtleff ’s and Grabill’s collegiate educations at Ohio’s
foremost abolitionist institution, they stood apart from many—both because of the level of scholarship in which they engaged and their commitment to Oberlin’s progressive vision of emancipation and equality—their
writings are still deeply revealing about the relationships forged between
men on the battlefield and women in civilian society during the Civil War.8
While many letters between Civil War soldiers and their families and
friends offer glimpses into the culture and conduct of the war, few historians
have focused on the courtship rituals enacted within them. And, curiously,
historians of marriage have rarely paused to ask about the impact of the Civil
War on the rituals of wooing, or the relationships between young men and
young women with matrimonial possibilities. Too often ignored between
accounts of women’s home front sanitary societies and men’s campfires, the
epistolary romances forged by young men at war and young women distant
from the battlefield reveal poignant efforts to forge intimate connections in
an age when the technology of the letter reached awkwardly and imperfectly
across the physical and psychological distances it needed to travel.
Courtship participants needed to learn to trust each other, to become close
to each other. To bridge the gap, they located the home front imaginary, the
socially constructed realm in which they normalized the peculiarities and
disruptions that both nurtured and threatened their personal relationships.
While their epistolary interactions open to view a terrain in which young
men and women struggled to connect with each other, their courtship letters
also reveal how their private intimate premarital worlds were both shaped by,
and supported within, the home front imaginary of the Union.9
∙ ∙ ∙
8. Shurtleff and Burton’s correspondence is found in Giles Waldo and Mary E. Burton Shurt
leff Papers, RG 30/3, Oberlin College Archives, Oberlin, Ohio (hereafter cited as Shurtleff Papers,
OCA).
9. One excellent example of Civil War letters is David Blight, ed., When This Cruel War Is
Over: The Civil War Letters of Charles Harvey Brewster (Amherst: Univ. of Massachusetts Press,
1992). Writings on northern women during the Civil War include the following: Judith Ann
Giesberg, Army at Home: Women and the Civil War on the Northern Home Front, Civil War
America (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2009); Nina Silber, Daughters of the Union:
Northern Women Fight the Civil War (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ. Press, 2005); Jeanie Attie, Patriotic Toil: Northern Women and the American Civil War (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univ.
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How, then, did Elliott Grabill and Anna Jenney manage to connect and conduct their courtship during the Civil War? By Christmas 1863, when Elliott
took up his quest for Anna, he was a seasoned, battle-tested veteran. Hailing from Pennsylvania, he rushed enthusiastically into the army after two
years of study at Oberlin, enlisting with classmates and other Oberlinians in
Company C of the 7th Ohio, formed in the weeks that followed the excitement of Fort Sumter. He served in the 7th and its successors for two years
before moving to the 5th U.S. Colored Troops, where, as first lieutenant, and
then adjutant, he worked with white officers and African American troops.
As he made clear to Anna in his opening letters, he was a serious man in a
serious situation with a serious aim; his correspondence with her waged a
careful campaign with marriage as its goal. Despite Anna’s resistance to his
haste, Elliott made progress.10
Elliott took care to inform Anna about the norms for epistolary courtship
by writing to her about the rituals of correspondence and their significance
in his life and in the lives of his comrades. By the second month of his letters
to her, Elliott informed Anna pointedly and poignantly: “When we came
back from our expedition, Marsh and Shurtleff and Ford and Brockway, each
wrote to his dearest at once, announcing their safety. Poor me! I wanted to
write to somebody never so bad.” In introducing his peer group, Elliott created a sense of norms set by white Union officers. His comrades-in-arms
were almost all also fellow Oberlinians. James B. T. Marsh, the unit’s quartermaster, was an Oberlin graduate who edited the town’s newspaper until
he enlisted; he was engaged to Frances (Fannie) Turner, and would marry
her in September 1864. Orlando Brockway, like Elliott a member of Oberlin’s
class of 1862 who had left to enlist, had married Sue Amelia Wilson in May
1863. And, as this essay soon will explore more fully, Giles Shurtleff, Elliott’s

Press, 1998). A volume with a particular focus on correspondence between men and women that
does not focus on courtship is Lucy E. Bailey with Nancy L. Rhoades, eds., Wanted—Correspondence: Women’s Letters to a Union Soldier (Athens: Ohio Univ. Press, 2009). Also interesting is
the publication of the correspondence between Giles Shurtleff and Mary Burton that emphasizes
his army experiences, not their relationship. See Catherine Durant Voorhees, ed., The Colors of
Dignity: The Memoirs of Civil War Brigadier General Giles Waldo Shurtleff (Bloomington, Ind.:
AuthorHouse, 2013). The best work on courtship letters remains Karen Lystra, Searching the
Heart: Women, Men, and Romantic Love in Nineteenth‐Century America (New York: Oxford
Univ. Press, 1989).
10. Biographical information about Grabill draws on “Biography” in the Finding Guide to the
Grabill Papers, http://www.oberlin.edu/archive/holdings/finding/RG30/SG43/biography.html.
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Anna Jenney Grabill, ca. 1862
(Courtesy of the Oberlin College Archives)

commanding officer, was engaged in an increasingly intimate correspondence with Mary E. Burton, whom he would marry in November 1864.11
Perhaps Anna’s restraint reflected her earlier experience as the pen pal of
classmate Charles Bowler, another member of Oberlin’s Company C, with
whom she had corresponded earlier in the war. Well aware that the home
front culture of the Civil War encouraged young women to correspond with
the men in the field, Anna began writing in May 1862. As the popular writer
Gail Hamilton explained, “Follow the soldier to the battlefield with your
spirit. The great army of letters that marches southward with every morning
sun is a powerful engine of war.” In a playful but poignant letter to “Charlie,”
11. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, Feb. 11, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA; biographical information was collected from Ancestry.com and the Oberlin College Archives Former Student Files
for sketches of J. B. T. Marsh and Orlando Brockway. Information on Shurtleff is taken from
the “Biography” in the Finding Guide to the Shurtleff Papers, http://www.oberlin.edu/archive/
holdings/finding/RG30/SG32/biography.html, and John Mercer, “Leadership in the Cause of
Freedom,” http://www.oberlin.edu/external/EOG/ShurtleffBio‐Mercer.htm.
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Anna admitted that their correspondence was both a “pleasure” and a “duty,”
but then pulled back, insisting, “I do not write you from a sense of duty, but
because I think a letter now and then from a sister classmate will cheer you
up; will lighten your heart and make the burden easier to bear,” assuring him
that “the poor soldiers are never forgotten, no never. We think of them always.
We pray for them always.” Evidently, Anna wrote at least one more letter, but
tragically, on August 9, 1862, Bowler died at Cedar Mountain, Virginia, in an
engagement where some 60 percent of the 7th Ohio was killed or wounded.12
Whatever the cause of Anna’s hesitancy, Elliott pressed his suit. When his
copious stream of correspondence still appeared to be insufficient to secure
the hand of his beloved, he supplemented them with a March 1864 visit to
his chosen one at her Ohio home. Evidently this personal encounter accomplished what his letters had not, and the two became engaged. In only four
months, Elliott had succeeded in securing his much-desired personal and intense relationship. His delight and gratitude were clear. On his return to his
regiment, Elliott now boasted to his fiancée: “I told Marsh that it was a pretty
good thing to propose and be accepted as he was by letter—but as for me, give
me such experience as I had had, face to face with the joy of my heart and
pride of my soul. ‘Ah,’ said he, ‘it is a good thing any way you take it.’”13
Soldiers clearly valued their romantic, yet distant, companions, and Anna
became Elliott’s lifeline. When he faced the bloody siege of Petersburg in June
1864, he penned to her an evocative letter, describing both his emotional and
his auditory environment. He began by yearning for the time when, as he put
it, “I can call my ‘little puss’ my wife,” and then admitted that he felt weary, but
buoyed by what he imagined to be her attention to him, underlining in his letter: “Thank God for Your Sustaining Love!” Yet when he took up his pen again
the next morning to add to his missive, he admitted that he was not sure if he
had acted appropriately when he revealed what he called his “weaknesses” to
her. Clearly, the war was taking a toll on him, and even as he drew closer to his
bride-to-be, he remained unsure of the code of conduct he should follow.14
12. “Gail Hamilton” quoted from “A Call to My Country‐Women,” Atlantic Monthly 11, no. 65
(Mar. 1863): 345‒49, in Bailey and Rhoades, Correspondence, 1; Anna Jenney to Charles Bowler,
May 24, 1862; this letter has been published in “Oberlin and the Civil War: Commemorating the
150th Anniversary,” http://dcollections.oberlin.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/civilwar/
id/143/ rec/13; information about Bowler is found in The Record of Company “C,” Seventh Regiment, Ohio Volunteer Infantry, compiled by Theodore Smith Wilder (privately printed, n.d.), 146.
13. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, Apr. 21, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
14. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, June 23‒24, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
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Giles Waldo Shurtleff in 1861
(Courtesy of the Oberlin College
Archives)

But Elliott continued this letter, switching abruptly in the middle of this
sheet to a description of his perilous surroundings. Although he regularly
wrote accounts of the battles in which he was involved for publication in the
Oberlin newspaper, the words that he now scrawled to Anna had more immediacy and perhaps more raw emotion: “Boom! Boom! goes a battery near
us and once in a while a reb shell comes crashing through the trees . . . Boom!
Boom! go some heavy guns . . . Boom goes another through the still morning
air.” Why did Elliott take the time to write in the midst of this treacherous
conflict? Perhaps he explained it best in a letter he sent the next month, writing: “I most crave your letters just before we go into danger.” By writing, he
brought Anna closer to him, and she brought to him the security of the home
front when he most needed it.15
Elliott’s superior, Giles Waldo Shurtleff, also had experience seeking the
15. Ibid.
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hand of a wary female correspondent, who initially resisted the swift pace at
which he wanted to proceed, and Giles had perhaps even more reason to feel
the need for home front support. Having graduated from Oberlin in 1859, he
was serving as a Latin tutor at the college when he was elected captain of the
7th Ohio for which he, like Elliott, had volunteered. Giles was captured when
the unit was decimated early in the war at the Battle of Cross Lanes in August
1861. He then spent nearly a year in a Confederate prison before his release.16
Shortly after being freed, the thirty-one-year-old Giles first returned to
Oberlin; then late in August 1862, he journeyed on to Austinburg, Ohio,
where he visited twenty-six-year-old Mary E. Burton, a schoolteacher he
had met three years before. Giles was purposeful in his journey, as he recounted to her just after he returned to his unit: “I went to your house with
sad forebodings. Why should I suppose you would entertain the slightest
thought of an attachment for me? But your kindness to me on that occasion . . . inspired me . . . with confidence. . . . Hence [the] expressions and
outward manifestations of love which I now feel. . . .”17
Acknowledging that Mary was more reserved and less eager to jump into
the intense courtship he so ardently desired, Giles tempered his enthusiasm: “Allow me to assure you that . . . I regard your course toward me [as]
exactly what it should have been although the warmth of my feelings . . .
craved a corresponding feeling and expressions from you. I nevertheless
love you as deeply and esteem you more highly for teaching me a lesson
in maidenly dignity. . . . I am willing to be your pupil and the ground to be
governed by your sense of propriety.”18
Mary accepted the opportunity to correspond and began to write Giles
regularly, but she remained guarded. In early October, she wrote in response
to a letter by Giles, regrettably not preserved with his correspondence, that
she found his words “breathing so much tenderness and interest, I almost
reproached myself for having written with less expression of interest than I
might truthfully have done.” Yet the formality in her response, while affirming “from the earliest acquaintance you have held a place in my esteem,”
nonetheless maintained distance. She carefully named the “interest” she felt
in Giles to be “warm friendship.”19
16. A. A. Wright, “Gen. Giles W. Shurtleff,” Oberlin Review (May 1904): 664‒65.
17. Giles Shurtleff to Mary Burton, Sept. 1, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
18. We know she wrote these words only because Giles quoted them back to her in his letter
to her of Sept. 1, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
19. Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, Oct. 4, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
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In a subsequent letter, Mary thanked Giles for letting her know “about the
pleasure it afforded soldiers to receive letters from friends. . . .” Acknowledging the home front work of correspondence, Mary recognized that “Certainly by writing letters I could make you forget for a time the tedium of
camp life.” But she continued to warn him: “Gentlemen are often influenced
by fancy and impulse in their attachments; it is surely the part of ladies whose
caution, in this respect, is by nature and education more highly developed,
to exercise that prudent reserve which is to both parties a safeguard against
future unhappiness.”20 The next month, she still patrolled the boundaries
by chiding Giles: “I do not feel disposed to quarrel with the institutions of
society, much less the order of things which One above had ordained, but I
have wondered lately, if the high souled large hearted man to whose comfort
and happiness it seems as if it would be a rare privilege to minister has any
just idea what and how real a thing it is to win a true woman’s love.”21 Mary
did reassure him that she was proceeding as best she could, but she carefully
instructed him about the social norms their society demanded. She patiently
explained: “If you have not found in my letters evidence of a deeper tenderer
feeling than I cherish toward other ‘good friends,’ it is because you have not
rightly understood them. I think I never addressed any gentleman correspondent as ‘My dear Friend’ except yourself, [and] certainly never acknowledged an ‘unusual interest’ in but one before, and that acknowledgement was
accompanied by the warning that he must not expect me to cherish [him].”22
Clearly, Mary intended to proceed with deliberation, navigating within
the constraints of the social norms she expected Giles to embrace. But on
learning of the bloody Battle of Fredericksburg, her reserve broke down. She
wrote Giles with great anxiety: “I fear for your safety. But I will try and not
think of the dreadful possibility, and hope that before this letter reaches its
destination the fiery ordeal will have passed, and you, escaped, unharmed.”
As she acknowledged to Giles, she was overcome by the new emotions with
which she responded to the news that “Capt Shurtleff was not on the list of
killed or wounded. . . . This was some consolation but as I reread your letter,
my heart sinks within me. It seems so like a last farewell. . . . I will pray and
will try to hope that all will be well.”23
20. Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, Oct. 18, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
21. Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, Nov. 25, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
22. Ibid.
23. Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, Dec. 15, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
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Mary Burton Shurtleff and
daughter, Laura (Courtesy of the
Oberlin College Archives)

This dramatic change of heart pushed Mary to accept at once Giles’s suit.
Writing in the same letter that “I feel much better acquainted with you than
I should have imagined I could three months ago,” she indicated her willingness to proceed to a new level of intimacy, signified by the use of first
names in their correspondence. She inquired if he preferred to be addressed
as Giles, Waldo (his middle name), or as both. At the same time she urged
him to address her as Mary, not Elizabeth, her middle name. Nonetheless,
she still signed her letter quite fully as Mary E. Burton.24
Two weeks later, both were both unambiguously serious about their relationship. Mary joined Giles in thinking about their future, of which she now
clearly intended to be a major part. Mary confided, “I have long had a great
partiality for the ministry—you know I am a minster’s daughter, and I have
sometimes said . . . that if I ever married I would be none but a minister’s
24. Ibid.
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wife.”25 In the next six months, they drew even closer. The letter Giles sent
Mary after he visited Ohio governor David Tod to make himself available to
command the African American troops then being recruited in the state addressed her in the most tender terms and was signed “Yours with much love.”
In it he explicitly sought her approval for pursuing what he saw as his duty:
“Now, my dearest Mary, have I not done right? . . . If God can use me for the
greater good in the field, I am sure you will agree with me that I ought to go.”26
Clearly, for Mary and Giles, as for Elliott and Anna, the mortal dangers of
battle hastened intimacy as the letters of their epistolary romances document.
These soldiers usually gently—although sometimes more manipulatively—
coaxed reticent women into correspondence that blossomed into full-fledged
courtship and marital engagement. Both couples demonstrate the connection
between the intensity of the military conflict, the highly charged soldiers’ expectations, and the responsiveness of women in the face of the men’s dangers.
Both couples found that short visits accelerated commitment. And for all, the
home front imaginary anchored and structured their courtships.
∙ ∙ ∙
Clearly, Giles and Elliott relied on their sweethearts to nurture their images of the world away from the battlefield, the civil society for which they
fought. They reinforced the parameters of that world when they asked for
news about life at home, a safe space untouched by war, where young men
and women still gossiped, went sleighing in the winter, and attended summer commencement festivities—events a world away from the daily violence they faced. And Mary and Anna fulfilled their expectations.
Mary responded to Giles’s inquiry about what she was teaching by naming her recitations: “Higher Arithmetic, Latin Reader Latin Grammar, English Grammar and Mental Arithmetic. . . . In the afternoon I have a class
beginning Algebra, and then one advanced.” She wrote him news of engagements among her friends, and of a misdelivered letter that fueled speculation about her involvement with “a widower gentleman . . . whom some in
town will persist in recommending as a ‘very suitable match’ for me,” suggesting that the playfulness of romance need not disappear in time of war.27
25. Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, Dec. 28, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
26. Giles Shurtleff to Mary Burton, June 26, 1863, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
27. Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, Dec. 23, 1862; Nov. 13, 1862; and Dec. 28, 1862, Shurtleff
Papers, OCA.
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For his part, Elliott always begged for news. When he learned that Anna
planned to attend the Cleveland Sanitary Fair, an event staged to raise funds
to buy supplies like blankets, bandages, and food to send to soldiers, he
asked for a description of the event, then almost pleaded, “Tell me about
that and about your Quarterly [church] meetings and any thing about
children—I love children,” he gushed, thinking of life far away from the
battlefield, and suggesting a future in which daily life beyond the battlefield
would survive.28
Anna responded. Although no letters survive giving her account of the
Sanitary Fair or the church meeting, she fed Elliott’s emotional hunger by
describing an extravagant Christmas dinner at the home of her Cleveland
cousin: “We had roast turkey, chickens, oysters—Mince pie and three kinds of
cake besides vegetables.” Later she regaled him with the dishes she prepared
for a party she threw on December 28, writing of “raised biscuits, cold fricasseed chickens boned, cheese, fruit cake, jelly cake, jumbles and rusks (sweet
biscuits) [her additional description in parentheses in original] canned cherries, currant jelly and tea; . . . Popcorn, Hickory nuts and Apples.” With these
descriptions, Anna sought to cheer Elliott, who spent the holiday engaged in
the failed assault on Fort Fisher.29
Imagined food nurtured imagined bodies, and the couples hinted at their
physical deprivations. Kisses abound in their correspondence, but, reflecting
the Victorian piety of the writers, only after betrothal. Even then, Giles wrote
Mary with restraint, characteristically sending a single “good night kiss.”30
More expressive, Anna and Elliott reveled in their epistolary embraces.
Once engaged, Elliott sent his fiancée a daring long letter with a lingering
ending, first closing with “one more kiss, one long embrace,” then adding a
postscript with a “sweet parting kiss.” In a later message, he wrote teasingly,
asking Anna to “smoothe my hair and kiss me once more,” and boldly asking to imagine that the two were awakening together: “I’ll only press thy lips
gently together.” He then asserted, with even more brashness, “I’ll kiss each
of those fat cheeks luscious as—peaches.” One month later he sent various
kisses, ending his note with “a handful of kisses.”31

28. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, Feb. 11, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
29. Anna Jenney to Elliott Grabill, Dec. 30, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
30. Giles Shurtleff to Mary Burton, Dec. 25, 1863, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
31. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, May 3, 1864; May 26, 1864; June 23, 1864, Grabill Papers,
OCA.
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Anna responded in kind, playfully dreaming “Let me whisper in thy ear,
“I love that man. . . . most devotedly” and concluding “There! I snatched a
kiss.”32 Her Christmas letter pushed further into almost dangerous territory: “Pet boy,” she called him, suggesting he put “thy head on my shoulder;
no, on my bosom so. . . . There Don’t thy head feel better—Now, go to sleep
while I smooth thy hair and kiss thy brow and—lips may be—”33
Photographs partially compensated for the absence of the physical body,
and the correspondents valued them highly. Images of well-dressed, wellcomposed women were an antidote to the masculinity and disorder of war.
Even the reticent Mary understood their significance and hoped to please
Giles with her picture, inquiring whether he preferred photographs or ambrotypes.34 She told him that she eagerly awaited his likeness, while warning
him that bad roads would delay her trip to the photographer.35 As for Elliott,
in his first extant letter to Anna, a missive in which he got her name wrong,
he requested her photograph, saying, “I have seen your shadow since, and I
shall ever feel envious of its possessor unless you——[long dash in original]
may I dare to presume as much as to request your picture? May be it is too
much.” In his awkward Christmas Eve proposal, he reiterated his request: “I
ask again for your picture, but with the request I send upon my own and an
offer of myself.”36
Evidently Elliott ultimately received the coveted item and shared it with
acquaintances and friends. In May 1864, when his colleague Orlando Brockway was enjoying a visit from his wife, Elliott shared Anna’s photograph
with her at Sue Amelia Brockway’s request. “And then she kissed it,” wrote
Elliott to Anna, following this gesture by which the two women sealed
their distant friendship with the disconcerting message: “If you do not hear
from me for a long time and grow anxious you must not be troubled if you
can avoid it, remember you can make inquiry of Mrs. Brockway.” The next
month, in the middle of battle at City Point, Virginia, Elliott affirmed the
32. Jan. 17, 1865.
33. Anna Jenney to Elliott Grabill, Dec. 30, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
34. Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, undated, in Box I, Series II, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
35. Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, Dec. 23, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
36. On the high valuation of photographs among the troops, see Bailey and Rhoades, Correspondence, 68‒71. An excellent discussion of Civil War‒era photography can be found in Nell
Irvin Painter, Sojourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol (New York: W. W. Norton, 1996), ch. 20, “Truth
in Photographs.” The letters referenced are: Mary Burton to Giles Shurtleff, probably Oct. 4,
1862, and Dec. 23, 1862, Shurtleff Papers, OCA; Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, Dec. 1, 1863, and
Dec. 24, 1863, Grabill Papers, OCA.
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importance of Anna’s image, closing his letter: “you will ever be a source
of happiness to me—Love to all—I shall not tell you how many times I am
kissing your picture.”37
So important were such objects that from the trenches outside Petersburg, Virginia, Elliott complained when the mail brought an unsatisfactory
new image: “I received the ‘picture of a friend of mine.’ It is a most delicate
thing to return it but it is not as good looking as the ‘girl I left behind me.’
Indeed I cannot recognize it as my own little puss. . . . so when shall I see the
picture of my own girl? . . . I wish my little girl to send me the good picture
she gets of herself as she looks now not as two years ago.” The talismanic
power of the image seemed to rest in part on its ability to render immediate
connection to the present.38
∙ ∙ ∙
Just as the young couples treasured mechanically produced likenesses of
their beloveds, they cherished visions of their domestic life together, long
before they had secured the details of their marriages. Giles began building
his ideas almost as soon as he volunteered for command of the 5th U.S. Colored Troops, writing to Mary with an apology that his commitment to the
African American soldiers would not “hasten the day when I can take you
to a pleasant home.” In January 1864, however, he took the time to relate an
elaborate reverie about how he and his quartermaster, James Marsh, “built
castles for the future and were quite enthusiastic over our structures. . . . We
talked about our homes, our sitting rooms and studies. We both agreed that
our nicest coziest room should be our sitting rooms where we should be
most with those we loved. . . . We are going to visit each other. You are going
to make the acquaintance of Hattie [Marsh’s fiancée] and are going to like
her and vice versa.” Thus Giles had settled the architecture of their home
and foundations of their social life.39
But for both Giles and Elliott, the distance between engagement and actual
marriage loomed large, with their beloveds both still hesitating to commit to
a wedding date. Giles sought to hurry Mary along by darkly suggesting that
“you would be better every way as a widow than as a bereaved betrothed.”
This tactic seemed to work, for shortly thereafter, Giles made his way to Aus37. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, May 3, 1864, and May 26, 1864, Grabill Letters, OCA.
38. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, June 23, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
39. Giles Shurtleff to Mary Burton, June 26, 1863, http://www.oberlin.edu/archive/civilwar/
shurtleff/album/slides/1863‐06‐26‐3.html; Jan. 10, 1864, as transcribed in Voorhees, Colors,
119‒20.
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tinburg, Ohio, Mary’s hometown, for their marriage on November 23, 1864.
When Giles returned to the army, however, Mary stayed behind. Separated
again, her letters to her now husband read like a continuation of their courtship, still invoking a visualization of their domestic future: “I feel more and
more, every day, that you are all the world to me. . . . There is a vivid picture
of that dear home in mind’s eye upon which my imagination delights to
linger. . . . The fire always burns brightly on our hearth, everything is cheery
and cosey and quiet and contentment abide there.” Several weeks later, she
reiterated, “I long for the time to come when your comfort and happiness
will be my only care. I am sure that domestic employments will never be
distasteful to me. It must be a pleasure to do any thing which will add to the
enjoyment of those we love.” In so doing, she sketched again the comfort and
the responsibilities that marriage and home would bring to her.40
Mary continued her schoolteaching while Giles awaited the demobilization of his regiment. Because he was unsure if Mary would be safe visiting
him in camp where disease still made its way through the troops, he discouraged her travel. Still, Giles was so eager to begin their lives together that he
had set his date for mustering out, leaving a potentially lucrative position
overseeing the final days of his unit. He told her of his challenge in taking
up again the study of Greek in anticipation of his return to Oberlin, where
he would again serve as tutor in Latin and Greek while he worked toward
completing his theology degree. Yet he told of his worry about money, becoming concerned about the material foundations of their approaching domesticity: “I think of life in Oberlin with you and surrounded by the good
people there with the keenest pleasure but when I think of the six hundred
a year I wonder whether we can possibility adjust ourselves to so small an
income.”41 In the end, they managed. Although he never completed his theology degree, Giles received an appointment as professor of Latin and Greek,
beginning a successful career at his alma mater that included a stint as treasurer, reflecting his fund-raising skills. The couple had two daughters and a
happy family. Their dreams, grown with the help of their shared home front
imaginary, became their reality; their courtship led to a successful marriage
lasting some forty years. Anna and Elliott, too, built their wartime romance
into a long-lived marriage. In August 1864, Elliott wrote his “little Puss”: “I
40. Giles Shurtleff to Mary Burton, Oct. 26, 1864, as transcribed in Voorhees, Colors, 169;
Mary Shurtleff to Giles Shurtleff, Apr. 22, 1865, and May 3, 1865, Shurtleff Papers, OCA.
41. Giles Shurtleff to Mary Burton, May 24, 1865, Grabill Papers, OCA.
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love you so much that every long thought of the future has some connection
with the idol of my soul. I am cheerful because I look beyond the war to the
enjoyment of my loved one. And I should be too happy almost to see all my
darling projects carried out and myself and the little woman living in peace
and contentment, loving and being loved. Oh how I do wish I could see all
my hope realized and my loving wife perfectly happy in the enjoyment of our
hoped for and much desired home!”42 [double underscore in original]
Elliott, too, sought to hasten their wedding and homemaking, but Anna
set conditions. Using the Quaker language of her youth, she insisted, “I
want thee to come home,” she wrote, offering to marry, but only if he left the
army. “I think it will be so nice, to have thee here so many days all to myself.
Now dearest, I beseech of thee to come home. Leave the service for good,
then we will live together, and not apart.” The home front into which Anna
sought to welcome him was a thoroughly civilian world. Elliott, however,
stayed with the 5th U.S. Colored Troops until the end of the war; his sense
of duty to that home front demanded that he remain at his post.43
Yet, in the end, Anna’s worry about the danger Elliott faced at Fort Fisher
pushed her to the altar. Receiving news of the Union Army’s defeat there, she
was nearly beside herself, writing frantically: “Where is my boy tonight? Is
he safe? Is he well? . . . I am oh so anxious to see thee!” In her apprehension,
she uncharacteristically closed her letter with a long prayer—much abbreviated here: “Oh God! I beseech of thee this night to take under thy special
care my darling one exposed to the perils and dangers of War. . . . spare us to
each other, for a useful life together living hereafter under our shadowing’s
of tender mercy and loving kindness, Amen.”44 Elliot’s danger clarified both
her underlying religiosity and her commitment to him, and so in March
1865, they were wed. When he finally mustered out, Elliott also returned to
Oberlin to finish his coursework, then moved Anna with him to Greenville,
Michigan, where he edited a newspaper. The couple had five children; their
forty-seven-year marriage was ended only by his death in 1912. They had
created a relationship in letters over the war years that built upon the home
front imaginary as a foundation for a long and contented marriage.45
42. Elliott Grabill to Anna Jenney, Aug. 28, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
43. Anna Jenney to Elliott Grabill, Dec. 30, 1864, Grabill Papers, OCA.
44. Anna Jenney to Elliott Grabill, Jan. 17, 1865, Grabill Papers, OCA.
45. Biographical information on Giles Shurtleff can be found in Voorhees, Colors, as well as
John Mercer, “Giles Shurtleff: Leadership in the Cause of Freedom,” http://www.oberlin.edu/
external/EOG/ShurtleffBio‐Mercer.htm.
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∙ ∙ ∙
The epistolary courtships between Giles Shurtleff and Mary Burton, and
Elliott Grabill and Anna Jenney are amusing and uplifting, with their playfulness and their happy endings. The marriages they created rested on the
norms and values that young white northern soldiers brought to war with
them and shared with the young women who furnished sustaining images
of home during the conflict. The women entered into courtship with some
diffidence and hesitation, but ultimately became full partners, projecting the home front imaginary into the battlefield while they protected its
norms, values, and material reality. Together, the couples used the accepted
“structures of feelings” to bridge their difficult present situations into their
much desired futures. Fate smiled on the Grabills and the Shurtleffs, keeping the men alive and the women strong. The Civil War home front imaginary supported the Shurtleffs and Grabills as they launched into successful
careers and families.46
But Giles and Mary, and Elliott and Anna, participated in a particular
culture at a particular moment. In fact, their home front imaginary differed
profoundly from that of African American soldiers, even those from the
town in which Giles and Elliott enlisted, and in the unit, the 5th U.S. Colored Troops that encompassed the African Americans for whom they served
as officers. At least four men of color in that unit claimed Oberlin as their
home, and their profiles are distinctly different from those of their officers.
Their stories, mostly with sadder endings, deserve telling.47
On average, the men of color from Oberlin were older than their counterparts among white northern soldiers. Averaging just about thirty years of
age when they enlisted, these black men of Oberlin were, not surprisingly,
more often married; all but one entered the war with a wife. And for the
soldiers of the 5th U.S. Colored Troops, no letters appear to survive from
any of them to their kin or friends. Nonetheless, their service and pension
records provide a glimpse into lives scarred by war.
46. The term “structures of feeling” is used by Raymond Williams, most recently in Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1977).
47. I have been able to piece together this information using Richard Donegan, “Oberlin
Civil War Soldiers Database,” http://www.oberlinheritagecenter.org/researchlearn/civilwar
database, as well as William E. Bigglestone, They Stopped in Oberlin: Black Residents and Visitors of the Nineteenth Century (Scottsdale, Ariz.: Produced by Innovation Group, 1981); according to Washington, Eagles, xii, the 5th U.S. Colored Troops actually had few Oberlin enlisted
men since most had already enlisted with the 54th or 55th Massachusetts.
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Among the four, only thirty-three-year-old James Watson, who had been
born into slavery, and moved to Oberlin in 1861, returned from war without significant scars. Back home and working as a laborer, he courted Lydia
Reeves, also born into slavery, and then working in the home of the college
treasurer. They married in 1866; four children graced their thirty-one-year
union. A churchgoer and a homeowner, in key ways, the demographic parameters of life most resembled that of his white officers.
But Benjamin Franklin Griffin, the youngest of the group, was not so
lucky. Like the place of his birth—either Mississippi or Arkansas—so, too,
the year of his arrival in Oberlin was unclear. He married in the area in 1862,
and his first son was born in April 1863. In October of that year, Griffin, who
listed his occupation as barber, enlisted in the 5th U.S. Colored Troops, but
his record shows that he was docked pay for temporary desertion in 1864.
The timing suggests he left his unit to return home to see his gravely ill infant just before the child died. Yet he returned to fight, and despite illnesses,
served out the war. Back in Oberlin, he found himself often physically unable to work. When he died in 1872, he had fathered three more children.
It is unknown but probable that his illnesses were related to his service. For
Griffin, his newly adopted hometown did not provide a vision of solace, but
rather a scene of domestic stress; nor did it secure for him a bright future.48
Thirty-two-year-old Henderson Taborn fared even worse. Born a freeman in North Carolina, he brought his wife and first three children to Oberlin in 1860, where he worked as a cabinetmaker before he enlisted in 1864.
Heartbreakingly, he died just twenty-eight days later, leaving behind a wife
and five children, his domestic life dramatically foreshortened.49
Finally, James Matthews was probably born a slave, and arrived in Oberlin
from Mississippi in 1863, newly wed to Louisa. He worked as a laborer until
the next year when, at age thirty-one, he enlisted with the 5th U.S. Colored
Troops. According to African American activist John Mercer Langston, who
recruited him for the unit, Matthews wanted his enlistment bounty to be
used to buy a home for his pregnant wife in the event of his death. According to Langston, James “expressed great tenderness for his wife, and spoke of
her anticipated confinement and his desire to have his wife and also his child
well provided for.” Matthews’s concern was well founded; he was wounded
at New Market in September 1864, then slaughtered by Confederates who re48. Bigglestone, Stopped, 92‒94.
49. Ibid., 196‒97.
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fused to take black prisoners. His child was born in March 1865. He fulfilled
the dream of supporting his child, even after his death.50
Shaped by different conditions and norms, these black lives mattered—
to their families, to their communities, to the Union Army, and to the nation. With different constraints and their own less documented home front
imaginaries, their outcomes stand in sharp contrast to those for Elliott and
Anna, and for Giles and Mary. It is clear that James Matthews, Henderson
Taborn, and Frank Griffin, like the white men who commanded their regiment, brought into battle with them notions of domesticity and family, albeit
shaped by enslavement and racial bias. But dreams of wives and children
guided all these men, black and white, on the battlefield, and all seem to have
cherished images of the homes that they hoped someday to enjoy. For the
Shurtleffs and the Grabills, as well as other young white couples, the home
front imaginary laid the foundation for future achievement, but Matthews,
Taborn, and Griffin began with different parameters—for their dreams as
well as their lives. They might glimpse the home front imaginary that sustained the white officers of their unit, but it lay beyond their social realities,
even as they participated in a war to liberate their race and their dreams.

50. Ibid., 146–47.
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The Families behind Southwest Ohio’s
National Park Service Sites
What Brought Them to the Buckeye State?
E dwa r d J . R oac h

“If I were giving a young man advice as to how he might succeed in life, I
would say to him, Pick out a good father and mother, and begin life in Ohio.”
—Wilbur Wright to the Ohio Society of New York, January 10, 1910, in
Marvin McFarland, ed., The Papers of Wilbur & Orville Wright, vol. 2

Almost every place is historic in some manner, and southwestern Ohio thus
contains the stories of many exceptional individuals. Charles Kettering’s
and Thomas Midgley’s development of leaded gasoline in Dayton changed
the course of automotive and environmental history. Arthur Morgan’s work
with the Miami Conservancy District in the 1910s presaged his work developing the Tennessee Valley Authority during the Great Depression. In the
nineteenth century, Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of the best-selling
antislavery novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), lived in Cincinnati for nearly
two decades before moving to Maine in 1850; her experiences in the city directly influenced her writing. Stowe and many abolitionists were well aware
of the Underground Railroad work of Rev. John Rankin, a Presbyterian
minister who lived on a hill in Ripley across the Ohio River from Kentucky.
Rev. Henry Ward Beecher, Stowe’s father, and a prominent abolitionist
himself, believed that Rankin was one of the men most responsible for the
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abolition of slavery in the United States.1 Museums now commemorate the
influences of these individuals on their worlds.
	Among the many such institutions across southwestern Ohio are three
managed by the National Park Service, an agency of the U.S. Department of
the Interior: William Howard Taft National Historic Site for President and
Chief Justice William Howard Taft (1857–1930), in Cincinnati; Dayton Aviation Heritage National Historical Park for aviators Wilbur (1867–1912) and
Orville (1871–1948) Wright and poet Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872–1906);
and Charles Young Buffalo Soldiers National Monument for U.S. Army
Col. Charles Young (1864–1922), near Wilberforce.2 As adults, these men
all spent significant time outside the state for various reasons; in particular,
Taft lived in Washington, D.C., and in New Haven, Connecticut, for most
of his adult life. Still, they are all considered sons of Ohio. But their roots
in Ohio were shallow. None of their parents were born in the state; they all
moved to it as adults. And while none of their parents ever clearly documented their reasons for coming to the state, their journeys to Ohio are
emblematic of several different types of migration in the United States during the mid-nineteenth century: New Englanders leaving the rocky Northeast for new opportunities in the West, rural residents moving to the city
for employment, and African Americans fleeing slavery and post‒Civil War
violence in Kentucky for a new life in the North. Their stories demonstrate
the importance of mobility for socioeconomic achievement for native-born

1. William Birney, James G. Birney and His Times (New York: D. Appleton, 1890), 168.
2. Examples include the Rankin House State Memorial in Ripley and the Harriet Beecher
Stowe State Memorial in Cincinnati (which also interprets Henry Ward Beecher), both Ohio
Historical Society sites; and the John Parker House, a private nonprofit, in Ripley. The Parker
and Rankin Houses in Ripley are National Historic Landmarks, as are the Grant Boyhood
Home in Georgetown, the McGuffey house in Oxford, Orville Wright’s Hawthorn Hill in Oakwood (to which he moved in 1914, after Wilbur’s death in 1912), and Paul Laurence Dunbar’s
final residence in Dayton. Many more historic houses, not all of which operate as museums, are
listed on the National Register of Historic Places, including Harriet Beecher Stowe’s residence
in Cincinnati. Arthur Morgan’s Yellow Springs residence, which is not listed on the National
Register, is now a bed-and-breakfast inn. Midgley is commemorated in exhibits at Dayton
History’s Carillon Historical Park. This article examines the origins of the families connected
with William Howard Taft National Historic Site in Cincinnati, established in 1969; Dayton
Aviation Heritage National Historical Park in Dayton, established in 1992 and commemorating
Paul Laurence Dunbar and the Wright brothers; and Charles Young Buffalo Soldiers National
Monument in Wilberforce, established in 2013. These sites commemorate and preserve diverse
resources and stories from the same general era of U.S. history, stories that reflect on the histories of many other European American and African American migrants to southwestern Ohio.
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whites and African Americans during the middle of the nineteenth century,
a century in which population movement in general was quite high.3
The first member of one of these four families to arrive in the state was
Alphonso Taft (1810–91). He arrived in Cincinnati in 1839, in an era of economic depression that followed the destruction of the Second Bank of the
United States, the collapse of the U.S. cotton trade with Great Britain, and
the Panic of 1837.4 Originally from Townshend, Vermont, Taft graduated
from Yale College in 1833 and spent much of the 1830s teaching high school
in Ellington, Connecticut, and tutoring at Yale while studying law.5 In 1838,
he was admitted to the bar in Connecticut, but he had no plans to remain
a lawyer in rural New England. To his father, he wrote in 1837 that “we may
say of [Vermont] as Jeremiah Mason said of New Hampshire, ‘It is a noble
state to emigrate from.’”6 Taft first hoped to practice law in New York but
quickly changed his mind after a short time there. He found he was disgusted with the city. He thought that the legal profession of the city revolved
around money; “nothing else brings honor,” he wrote to Fanny Phelps, soon
to be his first wife. “High partition walls” separated the classes in New York
to such an extent that he did not want to attempt to scale them and believed
that he could make a larger contribution to society in the West and its thenprincipal city of Cincinnati, where he thought those partition walls dividing
classes were much lower, partly because of the city’s free public schools.7

3. See Patricia Kelly Hall and Steven Ruggles, “‘Restless in the Midst of Their Prosperity’:
New Evidence on the Internal Migration of Americans, 1850‒2000,” Journal of American History 91, no. 3 (Dec. 2004): 829‒46, for a general discussion of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
migration patterns.
4. Ishbel Ross, An American Family: The Tafts 1678 to 1964 (Cleveland, Ohio: World Publishing Co., 1964), 8.
5. Yale College Class of 1833. Second Decennial Meeting, July 27, 1853 (New Haven, Conn.:
Storer and Morehouse, 1854), 28‒29.
6. Lewis Alexander Leonard, Life of Alphonso Taft (New York: Hawke Publishing Co., 1920),
36; Alphonso Taft to Peter R. Taft, July 22, 1837, quoted in Henry F. Pringle, The Life and Times of
William Howard Taft: A Biography (New York: Farrar & Rhinehart, 1939), 1:8. Jeremiah Mason
(1768‒1848) was a lawyer and U.S. senator from New Hampshire from 1813 to 1817.
7. Alphonso Taft to Frances Phelps, Oct. 9, 1838, William H. Taft Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, quoted in Doris Kearns Goodwin, The Bully Pulpit: Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, and the Golden Age of Journalism (New York: Simon & Schuster,
2013), 23. The lure of the West also affected Taft’s parents. Though his father, Peter Taft, was
involved in the Townshend community, balancing his agricultural work with participation in
Vermont politics, he and his wife, Sylvia Howard, eventually moved to Cincinnati to be with
their son and his growing family shortly after Alphonso took up residence in Ohio.
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Taft’s western migration was one of many journeys made by thousands of
other Green Mountain State residents of varied economic and educational
backgrounds in the first half of the nineteenth century. Milton Wright’s father, Dan Wright, himself a native of Thetford, Vermont, moved to Centerville, Ohio, in 1814 to farm. The woes of the Panic did not drive Taft or most
other Vermont migrants west. According to environmental scholar Christopher Klyza and biologist Stephen Trombulak, Vermont “did not feel the
economic collapse as did the western states” or as more industrial areas did.
Its agriculturally based economy was already in poor condition as a result
of its short growing season; the weather of the 1830s and 1840s, which was
cooler than normal in an already cool climate; and its rocky, acidic, thin,
and exhausted soils.8 By the 1840s, the forms of agriculture that remained
profitable were the raising of merino sheep for wool, which farmers sent
to textile mills that mushroomed throughout New England, followed by
dairy farming, and both required larger, consolidated land bases.9 Prices
for good land were too high for many young farmers; lands in Ohio and the
West were fertile, plentiful, and cheap. For other Vermont migrants, lack
of greater economic development and industrialization within the state, or
opportunities in professions that supported economic development and
industrialization such as the law, were primary push factors. According
to Dartmouth historian Lewis Stilwell, it “was the future, not the present,
that counted” in Vermont. There “was a great difference between the West
where land-values were rising, markets were improving, and everything
was ‘on the make,’ and a state which had tried and tried to advance by every
inventible means and still seemed to get nowhere. The West was dynamic;
Vermont was static.”10 Though nothing was certain, Taft chose the dynamism of moving west over the stasis of remaining in Vermont.
The Cincinnati Taft moved to was the sixth-largest city in the country in
1840, with more than 46,000 residents (almost a 90 percent increase from

8. Christopher McGrory Klyza and Stephen C. Trombulak, The Story of Vermont: A Natural
and Cultural History (Hanover, N.H.: Univ. Press of New England, 1999), 68.
9. Harold F. Wilson, “The Rise and Decline of the Sheep Industry in Northern New England,”
Agricultural History 9, no. 1 (Jan. 1935): 16; Thomas Dublin, Women at Work: The Transformation
of Work and Community in Lowell, Massachusetts, 1826‒1860, 2d ed. (New York: Columbia Univ.
Press, 1979), 20‒21. Marsh-Billings-Rockefeller National Historical Park in Woodstock, Vermont,
includes Vermont environmental and agricultural history among the themes it interprets.
10. Lewis D. Stilwell, Migration from Vermont (1948; Montpelier: Vermont Historical Society, 1983), 172, 179, 202.
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1830) and $17.7 million in annual industrial production and plenty of opportunity for him to develop as a lawyer.11 He was “much delighted with
Cincinnati and pleased with his selection of a home,” but not every early
nineteenth-century visitor found it to his or her liking.12 In 1832, the English
novelist Frances Trollope famously described it as home to uncouth people
only interested in lining their pockets—“neither art, science, learning, nor
pleasure can seduce them from its pursuit.”13 Historian Andrew Cayton
wrote that Cincinnati lawyer James Hall admitted as much in 1848 when, reflecting on Trollope, Hall stated that “it is still money-making which constitutes the great business of the majority of our people—it is the use of money
which controls and regulates every thing.”14 Taft was financially successful,
but not one to flaunt his success; his biographer wrote that he once claimed
he “really never made any money practicing law; I maintained my family
and educated my children; that was all.”15 Taft was more in agreement with
Charles Dickens’s and Harriet Martineau’s perceptions of the city. Writing
in 1842 after his six-month American tour, Dickens called it a “beautiful city;
cheerful, thriving and animated.” “The society with which I mingled,” he
wrote, “was intelligent, courteous, and agreeable.”16 Dickens’s compatriot,
social theorist Harriet Martineau, found Cincinnati to be “a glorious place,”
the “most healthy large city in the United States” due to the “free circulation
of air” through its open hills. But physical glory masked a rigid class structure—Martineau found that the “high partition walls” that repulsed Taft in
New York existed in Cincinnati. And Taft was within those walls, as Martin-

11. Joe William Trotter Jr., River Jordan: African American Urban Life in the Ohio Valley
(Lexington: Univ. Press of Kentucky, 1998), 14; U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Population of the
100 Largest Urban Places: 1840,” http://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation
/twps0027/tab07.txt. In 1840, Dayton, the sixty-eighth largest city in the United States and the
third largest in Ohio after Cincinnati and Cleveland, had a population of just over six thousand.
12. Leonard, Alfonso Taft, 41.
13. See Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans (London: Whittaker, Treacher
& Co., 1832), 62; italics in the original.
14. Andrew Cayton, Ohio: The History of a People (Columbus: Ohio State Univ. Press, 2002),
23; James Hall, The West: Its Commerce and Navigation (Cincinnati: H. W. Derby & Co., 1848),
24‒25.
15. Leonard, Alfonso Taft, 19. Taft’s modesty concerning his early finances was belied by the
substantial house he bought in Mount Auburn, then a neighborhood principally occupied by
the wealthy of the city on hills directly north of downtown. It was not annexed to the city of
Cincinnati until 1849.
16. Charles Dickens, American Notes for General Circulation (Leipzig: Bernh. Tauchnitz
Jun., 1842), 196‒97.
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A lithograph bird’s-eye view of Dayton in 1870 (Library of Congress, Geography and
Map Division, G4084.D2A3 1870.R8)

eau wrote that migrants from New England among the “clergy, lawyers and
merchants” did not “freely mix with the westerners.”17 Though benevolent
and philanthropic, Taft did not cross classes socially. Though increasingly
involved in the affairs of his new home city, he remained a New Englander
in conviction, returning to Vermont in 1841 to marry his first wife, Fanny
Phelps. Fanny Taft found Cincinnati pleasing, gushing to her grandfather
in an 1846 letter that in this “beautiful city . . . we can find Yankees almost
everywhere.” She also noted that many of her “acquaintances are from New
England, or have descended from New England people.”18 Fanny herself
moved in an insular circle, as less than 3 percent of the city’s population
as recorded in the 1850 census came from that part of the country.19 Taft’s
second wife, Louisa Torrey, whom he married in 1853, was also from New
17. Harriet Martineau, Society in America (Paris: Baudry’s European Library, 1837), 1:96‒98.
18. Fanny Phelps Taft to James Houghton, Apr. 16, 1846, sparedandshared.files.wordpress
.com/2012/04/aaohcinncy; underlining in original. Phelps Taft used “Yankee” to reference New
Englanders specifically, not northerners generally.
19. Charles Theodore Greve, Centennial History of Cincinnati and Representative Citizens
(Chicago: Biographical Publishing Co., 1904), 1:686.
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England. She gave glowing first reports of her new home to her family in
Massachusetts, writing her mother that the upper-class Mount Auburn
neighborhood where the Tafts made their home had many “New England
people all acquainted with each other and very neighborly and social,” and
that “you find yourself surrounded by fine residences—so hid out from the
sight of the city that it seems like a village by itself.”20 Still, a few months later
she expressed irritation at the city’s climate, which, she found, bred more
moths than in New England and resulted in beds that were “more likely to be
infested with vermin than in the East and must be frequently examined.”21
	As a lawyer, Taft quickly made connections with Cincinnati factory owners and property developers. He established himself as a prominent lawyer
for the city’s industrialists, joining the law office of fellow Vermont migrant
Nathaniel Wright, where he quickly became a partner. With Wright, and on
his own after 1842, he principally worked on cases concerning railroads, canals, and insurance claims, as well as on behalf of Cincinnati College (today
the University of Cincinnati).22 He was also active in business and politics.
Taft believed that vibrant railroads were essential for Cincinnati’s continued
growth to enable local manufacturers to export their goods throughout the
country. He thus served for several decades as a director of the Little Miami,
the Ohio and Mississippi, and the Marietta and Cincinnati Railroads. From
1847 to 1849 he served on the city council, and he was also a member of the
board of trustees for the city’s public high schools.23 During the 1860s and
early 1870s, he was a judge on Cincinnati’s Superior Court, writing a famous
opinion in Board of Education of Cincinnati v. Minor in 1870 that stopped the
reading of the bible in the city’s public schools. His career peaked in Washington, where he served as President Ulysses Grant’s secretary of war (1876)
and attorney general (1876–77), and as U.S. minister to Austria-Hungary
(1882–84) and to Russia (1884–85), during Chester Arthur’s administration.24
20. Louisa Torrey Taft to Susan Torrey, Jan. 12, 1854, in the William Howard Taft Family
Papers—Torrey Papers, Library of Congress Microfilm, 1961.
21. Ibid., Mar. 20, 1854.
22. Ross, American Family, 8‒10; Library of Congress, “Nathaniel Wright Family Papers: A
Finding Aid to the Collection in the Library of Congress” (Washington, D.C.: Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 2010), 3. Nathaniel Wright was not related to Milton Wright.
23. Leonard, Alfonso Taft, 59, 46.
24. George Washington Williams (1849‒91), a leading African American historian, politician, and minister, studied law under Alphonso Taft at Taft and Lloyd in 1878 and at the Cincinnati Law School before being admitted to the bar in 1879. See John Hope Franklin, George
Washington Williams: A Biography (Durham, N.C.: Duke Univ. Press, 1985), 138.
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Meanwhile, Cincinnati grew into a metropolis of more than 161,000 people.
It was a center for meatpacking and manufacturing, linked to St. Louis, New
Orleans, and New York by the Ohio River, by canals, and by one of the largest railroad networks in the nation. More than 40 percent of its residents had
been born in or to parents from German-speaking areas of Europe; no longer
was it the city of people mostly born in North America to which Alphonso
moved.25 And the city’s industry boomed—in 1860, Cincinnati was the thirdlargest industrial city in the country, after New York and Philadelphia.26
Though he spoke around Cincinnati in support of emancipation and
helped organize shipments of relief supplies to idled mill workers in Lancashire, England, whose works had depended on Southern cotton, Alphonso
Taft did not serve in the U.S. military during the Civil War. He was fifty when
Confederate artillery bombarded Fort Sumter in 1861, and though worried
as were many in Cincinnati about the proximity of the city to Kentucky and
the possibility of Confederate attack from the heights on the opposite side of
the Ohio River, he did not join the Home Guard. Although he was “waiting
impatiently for a Colt’s revolver which he has ordered from Hartford,” such
service “would keep him too much in the city,” wrote his wife, and he traveled frequently on legal business.27
Military service was also not something pursued by Milton Wright, who
at thirty-three was closer to the age of the average soldier of around twentyfive.28 While younger than Alphonso Taft, Wright was an ordained, licensed
minister of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ. And unlike the Cincinnati lawyer and his wives, Unitarians from the East, Milton (1828–1917)
and Susan (1831–89) Wright moved to Dayton from Indiana in 1869 with their
three young sons. The Wrights did not choose to move to Ohio as freely as
Alphonso Taft had decades earlier. In the year that Ulysses Grant became
U.S. president and that the first transcontinental railroad across North
America opened, the church’s General Conference gave Milton Wright a new
job. Meeting in Lebanon, Pennsylvania, its members elected Wright, then a
25. Trotter, River Jordan, 17. Of Cincinnati’s 161,044 residents recorded in the 1860 U.S. Census, 3,731 were African American, 2.3 percent of the total city population.
26. Ross, American Family, 67.
27. Louisa Torrey Taft to Susan Torrey, Apr. 21, 1861, in the William Howard Taft Family
Papers—Torrey Papers, Library of Congress Microfilm, 1961.
28. See Bell I. Wiley, The Life of Billy Yank: The Common Soldier of the Union (1952; Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 2008), 303, for data on the average age of U.S. Civil War
soldiers.
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professor of theology at the church’s Hartsville College, to the office of editor of the church newspaper, the weekly Religious Telescope. They did so for
political reasons. During the mid-nineteenth century, the internal politics of
the United Brethren Church revolved around the issue of whether church
members were allowed to be members of secret societies, such as the Freemasons. Long-standing church rules forbade such membership, but more
liberal members of the church wanted to revisit the policy. They feared that
the church would lose potential members in an era when Freemasonry was
growing rapidly, from a few thousand members in the 1850s to nearly 200,000
nationally in 1865. But the church’s more conservative majority in 1869 (later
known, confusingly, as Radicals) was still averse to secret society membership,
and Milton Wright was a vocal member of this bloc, believing that Masonry
was “an elitist conspiracy whose only real purpose was to confer unfair advantage on its members.”29 The majority of the 1869 General Conference wanted
to ensure that the editorial slant of the Telescope be “placed under the most
vigilant radical supervision.”30 Milton Wright was their man, but, ever selfeffacing, he voted against himself on each of the three ballots it took to vest
him with the office that he occupied for the next eight years. He then humbly
accepted the new job “very unexpectedly” to what he called the most “responsible” and significant office of the church, one through which his words would
be read each week by thousands of members and ministers across the United
States. Wright’s parish would be national, not local.31 While the Wrights were
not as wealthy as the Tafts, their income received a significant boost with
the appointment, from about $900 annually to between $1,200 and $1,500 a
year.32 They took up residence in a working- to middle-class section of west
Dayton, where Susan remained a homemaker, as she was in Indiana.

29. Tom D. Crouch, The Bishop’s Boys: A Life of Wilbur and Orville Wright (New York: W. W.
Norton & Co., 1989), 41.
30. Daniel Berger, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ (Dayton, Ohio: Otterbein Press, 1910), 332.
31. Milton Wright, “To Our Correspondents and Patrons,” The Religious Telescope 37, no.
43 (July 26, 1871): 372; H. A. Thompson, Our Bishops: A Sketch of the Origin and Growth of
the Church of the United Brethren in Christ as Shown in the Lives of Its Distinguished Leaders
(Chicago: Elder Publishing Co., 1889), 543; Milton Wright, “Editorial Salutatory,” The Religious
Telescope 35 (July 7, 1869), in Timothy S. G. Binkley, ed., A Higher Moral and Spiritual Stand:
Selected Writings of Milton Wright (Lanham, Md.: Scarecrow Press, 2009), 11‒12. Hartsville College, in Hartsville, Indiana, opened in 1850 and was absorbed by today’s Huntington University
in 1897. Its buildings burned in 1898 and were not rebuilt.
32. Crouch, Bishop’s Boys, 47.
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	A church with Methodist and German Reformed origins, the United
Brethren was then a small denomination concentrated in Pennsylvania,
Ohio, and Indiana, with slightly more than 108,000 members in 1871 against a
national population of over 38.5 million.33 Though by 1870 the church principally conducted its business in English, it had a significant German-language
history. The church’s printing and publishing office in Dayton was its administrative heart. From a large downtown building it published the Telescope;
the German-language Der Fröhliche Botschafter; and the Children’s Friend,
a Sunday school periodical.34 The church’s publishing office was in Dayton;
the 1853 General Conference decided to move it from the small Ohio town
of Circleville to Dayton to “secure a better location,” one that, unlike Cincinnati, did not have “too many competitive institutions,” was “surrounded
with Church influence,” and was centrally located for easier access by the
church’s primarily rural membership.35 When the Wright family arrived in
Dayton, the church’s presence in Montgomery County was principally rural.
Within Dayton’s city limits it consisted of just three churches, two for English
speakers and one for German speakers, which together ministered to fewer
than two hundred congregants; there were twenty-three other churches with
nearly 6,300 members throughout the rest of the county, and most of the
church’s other parishes were also in rural, agricultural locations.36 Dayton
then was a growing industrial city of over thirty thousand people, the fifth
largest in Ohio and forty-fourth largest in the country.37
33. In 1870, all Methodist groups totaled 3.6 million members, The Methodists and the Roman
Catholics (with only approximately ten thousand fewer members than the Methodists) composed
the largest individual denominations, each comprising nearly 9.2 percent of the total U.S. population. See Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, “Turning Pews into People: Estimating 19th Century
Church Membership,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 25, no. 2 (June 1986): 190.
34. With its rural base, the Church of the United Brethren in Christ found establishing congregations in Cincinnati difficult. See A. W. Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren
in Christ (Dayton, Ohio: Otterbein Press, 1924), 707‒8. “Der Fröhliche Botschafter” translates as
“The Joyful Messenger.”
35. Historical Sketch of the United Brethren Publishing House, 1834‒1894 (Dayton: United
Brethren Publishing House, 1894), 9; Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in
Christ, 439.
36. A. W. Drury, History of the City of Dayton and Montgomery County, Ohio (Chicago: S. J.
Clarke Publishing Co., 1909), 1:335‒48. According to Drury, an ordained United Brethren (New
Constitution) minister and professor at Bonebrake Theological Seminary, the number of United
Brethren congregations active in 1870 in Dayton was less than the number of active Presbyterian
(five), Methodist (five), Baptist (five), Lutheran (four), and Roman Catholic (four) churches.
37. U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Population of the 100 Largest Urban Places: 1870,” http://
www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0027/tab10.txt. Cincinnati, with over
216,000 residents in 1870, was the largest, followed by Cleveland, Toledo, and Columbus.
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Wright had no background in journalism when he was elected editor.
He was, instead, a preacher, who had taught theology for a few terms at the
church’s college in Hartsville and had also submitted several short pieces
to the Religious Telescope. Nor had he spent much time in Dayton, writing
years later that he had visited it only once before his family’s move, when at
the age of twenty-one he attended a campaign event for the nascent Free Soil
Party in 1848 at the county courthouse with his brother and some cousins.38
Strong abolitionists all, there they heard from former Ohio superintendent
of schools Samuel Lewis, a Free Soil candidate for Congress, but missed
hearing John Van Buren speak on behalf of his father Martin’s presidential campaign.39 Wright then returned to Indiana, where he was ordained to
the United Brethren ministry in 1856. He preached principally in Indiana’s
southern and eastern counties when not serving as a missionary in the Pacific Northwest in the years before his appointment to teach in Hartsville.
Wright was quiet about his family’s and his own reactions to the move
to Dayton in his journal and in the editorial columns of the Religious Telescope, and did not reminisce upon it in his later years in his many letters to
friends or to his children. Nor did Susan Wright leave any surviving material. That was not unusual; few mid-nineteenth-century internal migrants
of any sort documented the precise reasons for or experiences of their journeys. Instead, accounts from travelers provide more information about particular cities. And while Dayton did not attract the same level of attention
from prominent nineteenth-century English travelers as did Cincinnati, it
was still a potential destination. T. Addison Richards’s Appletons’ Companion Hand-book of Travel advised visitors that the city’s “situation is pleasant,
and the streets, which are of remarkable width, are built with more than
wonted elegance and richness.”40 Ten years later, Appletons’ noted that Dayton was “one of the handsomest cities in the country” with a “particularly
noticeable” courthouse and with the new Central Branch of the National

38. Crouch, Bishop’s Boys, 19, 23.
39. Milton Wright, “Facts and Dates,” Box 8, File 8, Wright Brothers Papers, Wright State
Univ., Fairborn, Ohio, 2. Martin Van Buren finished third in the presidential election with 10.1
percent of the popular vote (behind Whig Zachary Taylor and Democrat Lewis Cass); Samuel
Lewis, running for the First District seat with both Liberty and Free Soil party support, came
in third, behind Democrat David T. Disney and Whig Thomas J. Strait, with 13.1 percent of the
vote. See “The Vote for Cincinnati,” Dayton Journal and Advertiser, Oct. 17, 1848, for results.
40. T. Addison Richards, ed., Appletons’ Companion Handbook of Travel (New York: D.
Appleton & Co., 1866), 227.
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View of Cincinnati from Covington, Kentucky, by Edwin Whitfield, ca. 1848. (Library of Congress: PGA—Whitefield—View of Cincinnati, LC-DIG-ppmsca-09404)

Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers (NHDVS) the “most attractive feature
. . . to the tourist.”41 But tourists were not residents. In 1932, local historian
Charlotte Reeve Conover reminisced that in the 1870s Dayton was not an
urbane place but “was in that state of emergency which every community
goes through on its way to cosmopolitanism.”42 Ellis P. Raymond, the vice
president of Dayton’s C. W. Raymond & Company, which built brickmaking
machinery, also had a less positive view of Dayton in the early 1870s. Writing
in a brickmaking trade publication, he remembered “ancient Dayton” as “a
bucolic vision, or, rather, nightmare, of urban peacefulness, rural simplicity,
and mud.”43 No streets in Dayton were paved until after 1889.44 While the
NHDVS’s racially integrated and carefully landscaped campus drew nearly
150,000 visitors a year to the city in the 1880s, especially from around Ohio
and Indiana, tourism was a minor part of the local economy.45 Dayton was
industrial, and people came to the city not for its scenery but to find work,
41. Appletons’ Hand Book of American Cities (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1876), 98.
42. Charlotte Reeve Conover, Dayton, Ohio: An Intimate History (New York: Lewis Historical Publishing Company, 1932), 133.
43. Ellis P. Raymond, “Street Paving in Dayton, Ohio,” The Clay-Worker 30, no. 6 (Dec.
1898): 436.
44. Conover, Dayton Ohio, 150.
45. Patrick J. Kelly, Creating a National Home: Building the Veterans’ Welfare State, 1860‒1900
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1997), 186.

60 ohio history

principally in its factories. In the 1870s, it was best known for the luxury
wooden railroad carriages built by Barney and Smith; for the agricultural
implements of J. W. Stoddard and Company; for the Stout, Mills, and Temple
iron foundry; and for the Mead and Nixon and C. L. Haws paper mills.46
National Cash Register, which was closely identified with Dayton during the
twentieth century, was not established until 1884, but then grew rapidly. The
population from which these firms drew employees was not particularly ethnically diverse for Ohio. When the Wrights moved to Dayton, it was a city
with a predominantly native-born white population. According to the 1870
U.S. Census, only 1.8 percent of its residents, just 548 of 30,473, were African
American, and only 7,423 (24.4 percent) were foreign-born.47 By 1900, the
proportion of the city’s African American population had almost doubled—
to 3.9 percent—almost 3,400 of Dayton’s 85,000 residents, including Matilda
and Paul Laurence Dunbar.
The migration experiences of the Youngs and Dunbars were quite different
from those of the Tafts and Wrights. Economic opportunity was not the only
factor in the choice they and many other African Americans made to move
north; the possibility of experiencing racially oriented violence also greatly
influenced decisions. Though prejudice and discrimination were common,
and though sixteen African Americans were lynched in the state between
1882 and 1968 (as opposed to at least 205 in Kentucky in the same years), treatment of African Americans in postwar Ohio was not as physically violent or
legally oppressive as it was in the Deep South.48 African Americans obtained
46. Carl Becker, “Mill, Shop, and Factory: The Industrial Life of Dayton, Ohio, 1830–1900”
(PhD diss., Univ. of Cincinnati, 1971), 138‒51.
47. Francis A. Walker, ed., The Statistics of the Population of the United States (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), 1:228‒36. Cleveland (38,815 for 41.8 percent of
the total 92,829), Cincinnati (79,612 for 36.8 percent of 126,239), and Toledo (11,099 for 35.1
percent of 31,584) had populations with significantly larger proportions of foreign-born residents. Dayton’s proportion of African American residents was more typical with other major
Ohio cities; Cleveland was 1.4 percent African American (1,293 residents), Toledo 1.9 percent
(612 residents), and Cincinnati 2.7 percent (5,900 residents). While the 1870 Census likely undercounted both the white and African American populations, the extent of that undercount
is disputed. See J. David Hacker, “New Estimates of Census Coverage in the United States,
1850‒1930,” Social Science History 37, no. 1 (Spring 2013): 71‒101.
48. See http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/shipp/lynchingsstate.html for a stateby-state comparison of lynching statistics. I reviewed the narratives of former slaves living in
Ohio and Kentucky in The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, vol. 16: Kansas, Kentucky,
Maryland, Ohio, Virginia, and Tennessee Narratives, ed. George P. Rawick (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Publishing Co., 1972), and online from the Ohio Historical Society at http://dbs.ohio
history.org/africanam/html/mss/gr7999.html, but neither source contains narratives that provide
significant insight into the reasons interviewees migrated from Kentucky or to Ohio.
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the franchise in Ohio with the Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
in 1870, and Ohio and other states in the North were destinations for blacks
who had the means to relocate to escape the Jim Crow South. Before the Civil
War, organizations such as the American Colonization Society encouraged
free and emancipated African Americans to emigrate to Africa, particularly
to Liberia. For most African Americans, however, emigration to another
country was not an option. They rejected the idea that their true home was in
Liberia; they were Americans, not Africans. None of the Youngs or Dunbars
ever expressed any interest in emigration; indeed, Gabriel Young and Joshua
Dunbar both fought for the United States in Union blue.
	Instead, the Youngs and the Dunbars were among those who moved from
the Upper South—in both cases, Kentucky—to Ohio in the years immediately after the Civil War.49 Gabriel and Arminta Young moved from Mayslick
in Mason County, Kentucky, to Ripley, the famed Underground Railroad stop
on the north shore of the Ohio River in Brown County in June 1866, fourteen
months after the birth of Charles. Both of the adults were in their mid- to
late twenties. In 1857, the local newspaper described the town as “a place of
some note for its manufacturing interest,” where, due to the influence of its
churches, “no drinking shops are seen, and no distilleries are found within its
borders. It is far in advance in morals and politics of other towns in Southern
Ohio.”50 Neither of Young’s parents had manufacturing backgrounds. Both
Gabriel and Arminta grew up enslaved on farms that may have grown tobacco or hemp, but, as with the family histories of many former slaves (including Dunbar’s parents), much about their lives before the 1860s is unclear
or unknown. Brian Shellum, Charles Young’s principal biographer, suggests
that Gabriel and Arminta lived on adjoining farms and that Gabriel, who
worked as a drayman after the Civil War, “may have worked with the draft
animals on the farm.” Arminta may have been a personal servant assigned to
her master’s children, one who learned to read “by listening when they had
their school lessons.”51 Slavery in northern Kentucky, where few large plantations existed, was not the same as slavery in the Deep South, but it was common and still defined by exploitation, abuse, and the whims of the master or
overseer, and slaves lived with the constant possibility of being sold “down the
49. See Jack S. Blocker, A Little More Freedom: African Americans Enter the Urban Midwest,
1860‒1930 (Columbus: Ohio State Univ. Press, 2008), 17ff., for a detailed examination of African
American migrations during and immediately after the Civil War.
50. “Some Facts About Ripley, Ohio,” Ripley Bee, June 6, 1857, issue 2, col. D.
51. Brian Shellum, Black Cadet in a White Bastion: Charles Young at West Point (Lincoln:
Univ. of Nebraska Press, 2006), 6.
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river” to work in the Cotton Belt. Enslaved people such as the Youngs composed a significant part of Mason County’s prewar population, almost 3,700
of the county’s eighteen thousand residents in 1860. Such slaves were mostly
agricultural laborers, living and working on farms outside of the county seat
of Maysville.52
	Even though in Kentucky slaves were not allowed to marry legally, Young
family history states that Arminta’s master, James Willett, allowed the couple
a formal wedding ceremony at his home, officiated by the pastor of a local African American Baptist church, and a “feast in the great dining hall”
afterwards, in June 1864, when Charles was almost three months old. The
wedding came eighteen months after President Abraham Lincoln issued the
Emancipation Proclamation.53 Though the Proclamation did not apply to
Kentucky, which did not secede, it made the end of slavery an official United
States war goal and opened the way for the recruitment of African American
men into the regiments of the U.S. Colored Troops, beginning in the summer of 1863. Gabriel Young was eager to serve and, according to later family accounts, first attempted to enlist at Camp Lee, near Maysville, but his
master, a U.S. Army officer, claimed that Gabriel, then in his mid-twenties,
was too young to serve and demanded and obtained his return.54 But Young
did not want to remain enslaved. He subsequently escaped north to Ripley
and enlisted in Company F of the 5th U.S. Colored Heavy Artillery on February 12, 1865, eight months after his marriage. Arminta and Charles may
have remained in Kentucky or fled to Ohio; their place of residence during
Gabriel Young’s service is not known.55 Though the war ended shortly after
his enlistment, Pvt. Gabriel Young remained in the army for a year, mostly
on garrison duty. He was honorably discharged at Vicksburg, Mississippi,
on February 12, 1866, and paid through that May.56 He had his and his fam52. Darrel E. Bigham, On Jordan’s Banks: Emancipation and Its Aftermath in the Ohio River
Valley (Lexington: Univ. Press of Kentucky, 2006), 18.
53. Shellum, Black Cadet, 8‒9.
54. Ibid., 8, states that Gabriel Young’s owner in the 1850s was William Kemper, and that
Young’s owner in the 1860s was an officer in the U.S. Army. While Kemper may not have been
Young’s owner in the 1860s, if he was, and if he was an officer in the Union Army (database
searches for an officer named William Kemper from Kentucky are inconclusive), his status as
such may have prevented Young from being given refuge as a contraband of war when he first
attempted to enlist since the Confiscation Act of 1861 only applied to the property of Confederate officials.
55. Ibid., 11.
56. Ibid., 13.
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ily’s future to consider as he ventured home that summer through the tense
South with his discharge papers, his army knapsack, haversack, and canteen,
and $66.66, the remaining amount of the enlistment bounty he was due.57
Would they continue to live in Kentucky?
Kentucky was uncomfortable territory for many African Americans. In
warning against the federal enlistment of African American Kentuckians
as soldiers in 1863, the state’s governor, Union Democrat Thomas Bramlette, wrote that returning black soldiers could neither be reenslaved nor
“remain and live amongst those against whom they have been set in battle
array.”58 Though it brought freedom, emancipation also brought difficulties: poverty, limited employment opportunities, discrimination, and racial
violence. Having never seceded from the Union, federal Reconstruction did
not apply within the state’s borders (though Congress authorized the Freedman’s Bureau to work in the state in late 1865).59 Returning Confederate
veterans encountering migrating freed people “created a volatile mixture
that produced an unparalleled reign of terror,” and “families of black soldiers were favorite targets.”60 And there were plenty of potential targets,
as 57 percent of eligible black men in Kentucky served in the U.S. Army.61
Mason County was particularly affected by violence directed at freedmen;
in 1867 the Freedmen’s Bureau received a petition for protection from many
of the county’s former slaves in which they stated that “they feared their
churches and property would be destroyed as a result of their complaints”
concerning their situations to the Bureau.62 As a result of this atmosphere,
more than 6 percent of Kentucky’s African American population left the
state between 1860 and 1870, years when the commonwealth’s white population increased by more than 13 percent; Kentucky was the leading source
57. See Detachment Muster-out Roll for Gabriel Young in Compiled Military Service Rec
ords of Volunteer Union Soldiers Who Served with the United States Colored Troops: Artillery
Organizations, Microfilm Serial: M1818, roll 108.
58. Thomas E. Bramlette, Frankfort Commonwealth, Sept. 2, 1863, quoted in John David
Smith, “The Recruitment of Negro Soldiers in Kentucky, 1863‒1865,” The Register of the Kentucky Historical Society 72, no. 4 (Oct. 1974): 372.
59. Marion B. Lucas, A History of Blacks in Kentucky: From Slavery to Segregation, 1860‒1891
(Frankfort: Kentucky Historical Society, 2003), 209.
60. Bigham, On Jordan’s Banks, 132.
61. Ira Berlin, Joseph P. Reidy, and Leslie S. Rowlands, eds., Freedom: A Documentary History of Emancipation, Series II: The Black Military Experience (New York: Cambridge Univ.
Press, 1983), 63.
62. George C. Wright, Racial Violence in Kentucky, 1865‒1940: Lynchings, Mob Rule, and
“Legal Lynchings” (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1990), 3.
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of African American migrants to the lower Midwest.63 Gabriel Young, who
had excelled in the army, as Lt. Col. Lyman J. Hissong noted in the private’s
discharge papers, decided with Arminta that Kentucky would not be their
family’s home. For them, Reconstruction would take place in Ohio, and
principally in Ripley.64 By living there, the Youngs also remained in close
proximity to friends or relatives who remained in Mason County.
Though Ohio was less violent than Kentucky, and was one of only three
states that did not legally ban black residency or require African Americans
to post a bond for good behavior before the war, in the years after the war
the state was no African American utopia. Republican Jacob Cox, elected
governor in 1866, opposed black equality and wanted to relocate freed slaves
to “contiguous territory in South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Florida”
and organize them there as “a dependence of the Union, akin to the western
Territories.”65 The voters who elected him also defeated an 1867 proposal
to give the vote to black men by over 38,000 votes, and the state legislature
rescinded the state’s ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution and rejected the Fifteenth in 1869.66 Ripley, however, was more
hospitable. Incorporated as Staunton in 1812, and renamed for Gen. Eleazar Ripley in 1816, the town had long had a significant African American
population. By the time the Young family moved across the Ohio River, it
had a thriving African American community, nearly 20 percent of its total
population of 2,323 (in a state where just 2.4 percent of the total population
was black), that could assist them in their adjustment from slavery to freedom.67 Its years as one of the most prominent stops on the Underground
Railroad ended with the war, but two of the most prominent leaders of the
63. Anne Elizabeth Marshall, Creating a Confederate Kentucky: The Lost Cause and Civil War
Memory in a Border State (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2010), 59‒60; Blocker,
24. The 1860 U.S. Census recorded 919,484 white Kentuckians, 225,483 enslaved, and 10,684 free
blacks, for a total of 236,167 African American residents. In 1870, the white population was recorded at 1,098,692, while the total African American population had fallen to 222,210. Though
starting from a lower total population in 1860 of 36,673, Ohio’s African American population
grew more than 58 percent to 63,213 in 1870 (its white population also grew during that decade,
by 12 percent, from 2,302,808 to 2,601,946). See the University of Virginia Library’s Historical
Census Browser at http://mapserver.lib.virginia.edu/.
64. Shellum, Black Cadet, 17.
65. George H. Porter, Ohio Politics During the Civil War Period (New York: Columbia Univ.
Press, 1911), 221.
66. David A. Gerber, Black Ohio and the Color Line, 1860‒1915 (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois
Press, 1976), 39.
67. Bigham, On Jordan’s Banks, 55‒56, 228.
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route to freedom—Rev. John Rankin (1793–1886) and former slave and ironmonger John P. Parker (1827–1900)—were still important members of the
community. Before emancipation, Parker played a role in Gabriel Young’s
enlistment in the army, brokering the enlistment of African Americans into
Union units. Parker befriended Young after the war and allowed the young
Charles to make use of his large personal library.68 Ripley also provided expanded employment opportunities for working-class African Americans in
Parker’s Phoenix Foundry, and in haulage (Gabriel Young’s line of work)
and farm labor trades. It also maintained, with some controversy, a partially
integrated school system.69 Both Gabriel and Arminta Young grew up with
limited educations, and Arminta, especially, wanted their only child to be
well educated. She provided him with supplemental tutoring and, with her
husband, music lessons that soon led to Charles playing piano for services at
local African American churches.70 While their income was not high, they
were part of what historian Michelle Mitchell has termed the “black aspiring
class,” among whom “an abiding concern with propriety—not to mention a
belief that morality, thrift, and hard work were essential to black progress.”71
	Ripley may have had a larger African American community than Dayton,
which, according to the 1870 Census, was only 1.8 percent black, but the Gem
City had something more attractive than community to Paul Dunbar’s future
mother, Matilda Burton Murphy (c. 1845–1934), when she wanted to leave
Louisville, Kentucky: family. She had few positive ties to the commonwealth,
where, as an enslaved child, she received no formal education and was often
hired out after reaching working age. She was abandoned by her first husband, one R. Weeks, Wilson, or Willis Murphy (his first name is unclear),
whom she wed while both were enslaved in Kentucky in the early 1860s. Indeed, it is possible that Matilda, then in her mid-twenties, left Louisville in
search of a more secure home for herself and her children after being abandoned by Murphy. She journeyed from Louisville to the Dayton home of her
mother, Eliza Porter Burton (c. 1801–77), and grandmother, Rebecca Porter
(c. 1785–1869), arriving with one small son in tow and pregnant with another
in the early spring of 1866. At some point before 1870, Matilda’s younger sister
Rebecca and niece Anna joined the household, as did Agnes King, a fifty68. Shellum, Black Cadet, 12, 29.
69. See Gerber, Black Ohio, 264n50.
70. Shellum, Black Cadet, 25.
71. Michelle Mitchell, Righteous Propagation: African Americans and the Politics of Racial
Destiny after Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2004), 10.
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year-old African American washerwoman, also from Kentucky.72 The route
by which Matilda traveled to Dayton or how she, a semiliterate woman, communicated with her relatives or funded her journey are also unknown parts
of the story, but she certainly knew that her grandmother lived in freedom
in Ohio. Porter had lived in Dayton for decades, first arriving in 1839 (several years before Matilda’s birth) through the work of Samuel Steele, a local sawmill owner and abolitionist. To demonstrate his opposition to slavery,
he traveled to Kentucky, purchased Porter, and freed her in Dayton.73 Eliza
subsequently moved to be with her mother when Eliza’s owner in Kentucky
freed her to avoid paying for her upkeep, asserting that she was too frail for
significant work.74 In Ohio, the supposedly frail Eliza took up the backbreaking trade of washing clothes. After Matilda moved to Dayton, she worked
with her mother as a launderer. This was a common, if arduous, occupation
for working-class African American women. In Dayton Matilda met Joshua
Dunbar (c. 1823–85), a former soldier who was a plasterer by training, a skilled
trade but one generally unattractive to white workers due to the physical contortions that laying plaster required of a worker.75
Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Dayton was not a comfortable place for its black residents, according to Frank Quillin, a white
historian writing in the 1910s. In 1913, he found that African Americans
“in this city are surrounded by strong prejudice.” Among older black residents, it “was the universal opinion . . . that the prejudice has been growing
stronger every year” since the end of the Civil War. The African Americans
with whom Quillin spoke believed that this was the result of white “cultured families of long standing . . . dying out” and being replaced by “the
newly-rich and uncultured families who were ready to take advantage of
all artificial props to uphold their importance. To the negroes they could
show no mercy.”76 Quillin found discrimination in employment, stores, and
restaurants rampant, even for those African Americans who could afford
to patronize them, and a separate African American business community
72. 1870 U.S. Census, s.v. Borden [sic], Eliza, roll M593 1249, page 253A, image 389, Ancestry
.com.
73. A. W. Drury, History of the City of Dayton and of Montgomery County, Ohio (Chicago: S.
J. Clarke Publishing Co., 1909), 1:210.
74. Eleanor Alexander, Lyrics of Sunshine and Shadow: The Tragic Courtship and Marriage of
Paul Laurence Dunbar and Alice Ruth Moore (New York: New York Univ. Press, 2001), 19‒20.
75. Gerber, Black Ohio, 74.
76. Frank U. Quillin, The Color Line in Ohio: A History of Race Prejudice in a Typical Northern State (Ann Arbor, Mich.: George Wahr, 1913), 139.
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developed over the subsequent decades to serve the needs of black consumers. With its small African American community in 1870 (just 548 people
out of a population of more than thirty thousand), it is unlikely that Matilda
Murphy would have moved to the city without having had family members
already living there.
Her future husband never recorded his reasons for moving to Ohio before the war or his reasons for returning to it after the Civil War, though
the establishment of the Central Branch of the National Home for Disabled
Volunteer Soldiers (NHDVS) in Dayton may have been of interest to him.
Neither he nor Matilda left written accounts of their early lives, and their
son only alluded to his family’s background in his poetry. Family tradition states that he was born enslaved around 1823 in Garrard County in
central Kentucky and escaped slavery at some point through the Underground Railroad, fleeing north to Canada.77 He would have been one of the
estimated twelve hundred to sixteen hundred slaves who annually escaped
from Kentucky.78 While neither his personal reasons for escape nor when
it took place are known, nor have any newspaper advertisements offering a
reward for his capture and return been found, the possibility of being sold
to a plantation in the Deep South was the dominant factor that convinced
enslaved people to flee Kentucky.79 By June 1863, Joshua Dunbar had put
both the Bluegrass State and Ontario, his likely destination in Canada, behind him and was in Troy, Ohio, an agricultural town on the Ohio and Miami Canal north of Dayton. He had learned that the United States was now
enlisting African American men and wanted to join the army. In Troy he
made his mark on papers to join the 55th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry,
which was recruiting in the state just a month after the U.S. War Department
authorized the recruitment of black soldiers. Serving in the army and fighting slavery proved very important to Dunbar. Though soon given a medical
discharge for varicose veins while on service in South Carolina, he wanted
77. See Alexander, Lyrics of Sunshine, 23. Alexander cites a 1930s interview of Matilda Dunbar, in which the poet’s elderly mother, who “seemed to know or remember very little about
her husband’s background,” thought that “he escaped from bondage in Kentucky and went to
Canada.” As with most stories of escaped slaves fleeing north to Canada, there are no known
archival materials that document Joshua Dunbar’s residence there; he does not appear in any
censuses in Ontario.
78. J. Blaine Hudson, Fugitive Slaves and the Underground Railroad in the Kentucky Borderland (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co., 2002), 161.
79. Matthew Salafa, Slavery’s Borderland: Freedom and Bondage along the Ohio River (Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 171.
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to continue to serve, and he reenlisted in the 5th Massachusetts Volunteer
Cavalry, probably doing so on the Virginia Peninsula. The 5th spent much
of the war in the Chesapeake, guarding Confederate prisoners of war at
Point Lookout, Maryland, and in March and April 1865 participated in the
Petersburg campaign in Virginia. In June of that year, the War Department
sent them to Texas. Though Confederate general Edmund Kirby Smith’s
Army of the Trans-Mississippi had surrendered at the beginning of June,
the U.S. Army spent much of the summer of 1865 worrying about the possibility of pro-Confederate raids from Mexico. The “prospect of trouble in
Mexico having ended” (even though Clarksville, where the 5th was posted
in northeast Texas, was closer to Arkansas than the Rio Grande), Dunbar’s
unit was disbanded in October 1865, with him as a sergeant. He returned to
Massachusetts with his regiment, and was paid off and discharged at Gallops Island in Boston Harbor in November.80 His military service was over.
	As a plasterer, Dunbar could theoretically work anywhere. But at some
point after receiving his final army pay, he returned to Ohio and to the Miami Valley. He may have returned to Ohio via one or more intermediate
steps, but there is no extant evidence concerning his life between 1865 and
1871. Perhaps he could make his living more easily in a more familiar area
than New England; perhaps he had other personal connections to the Miami
Valley. By September 1871 Joshua Dunbar was in Dayton and in a relationship with Matilda Murphy. On Christmas Eve of that year, the couple married, with Rev. William McKee, a United Brethren minister, performing the
ceremony. Though some stories make him the officiant, Milton Wright had
no role in the wedding. Joshua took up residence with Matilda at the rented
home of her elderly mother, half of a duplex on Howard Street in a workingclass part of east Dayton. Their home was in Dayton’s sixth ward, which was
heavily white; only thirty-two of the 4,116 ward residents recorded in the
1870 Census were African American, and the Dunbars’ immediate neighbors were all white.81 While the Dunbars aspired for better lives for them80. John H. Agnew, ed., Massachusetts Soldiers, Sailors, and Marines in the Civil War (Norwood, Mass.: Norwood Press, 1933), 6:492, 516. Gallops Island is now part of the National Park
Service’s Boston Harbor Islands National Recreation Area.
81. The Wrights lived in Dayton’s more diverse and less populous ninth ward, where fortyfive of the 1,619 residents recorded in 1870 were African American. Dayton’s third ward—roughly
bounded by Second Street on the north, the Miami and Erie Canal on the East, Fourth Street on
the south, and the Miami River on the west—was home to the largest proportion of the city’s black
residents (143 of the ward’s 2,744 people, 5.2 percent). For the composition of the Howard Street
neighborhood in 1870, see the 1870 U.S. Census, roll M593 1249, page 253A, image 389.
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selves and their children, they were part of the African American working
class. Work, for Joshua, was hard to obtain, and his relationship with his wife
quickly deteriorated and became physically violent.82 By 1874, they were living apart, and in January 1876 Matilda filed for divorce. The courts granted
the divorce, but Matilda Dunbar retained her married name and, curiously,
was calling herself a widow in 1877 when her former husband was still very
much alive.83 Joshua Dunbar, meanwhile, took rooms in several locations
in the city’s third and fourth wards over the next few years and tried to find
work as a whitewasher.84 His health, though, deteriorated, and for the last
three years of his life, he returned to his military community, residing at
the NHDVS in Dayton. He died there of pneumonia in August 1885, just as
his adolescent son, Paul, and the children of the Wrights, Tafts, and Youngs
were embarking on their lives of significance. He was buried in the adjacent
Dayton National Cemetery.85
The lives of the Dunbars and Wrights intersected for a time in Dayton,
where Orville Wright and Paul Dunbar attended Central High School together, and where the brothers, as young printers, printed Dunbar’s Dayton
Tattler newspaper and tickets for some of his poetry readings. Dunbar was
eighteen when he launched the paper, a weekly that sold for five cents a
copy, in December 1890. He directed it at Dayton’s African American community, which by then had risen to 2.5 percent of the city’s population of
over 61,000 (just over 2,100 people). Dunbar believed that the city’s black
population was at least five thousand, not the lower number put forth by the
Census Bureau. He was concerned that African Americans, as a group, were
uninformed voters too eager to sell their ballots to the highest bidder, and
wrote in the paper’s initial issue that a newspaper directed at blacks would

82. Alexander, Lyrics of Sunshine, 17‒19.
83. Dayton, Ohio, City Directory, 1877, s.v. Dunbar, Matilda, Ancestry.com, U.S. City Directories, 1821‒1989 (Provo, Utah: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2011). In the 1920s, Matilda
Dunbar and several of her supporters attempted to claim for her a Civil War widow’s pension;
the pension was denied on account of her divorce. Matilda would have known that Joshua was
not dead as their son Paul is listed twice in the 1880 U.S. Census, found living with his mother
on June 10 and his father on June 12.
84. See Dayton, Ohio, City Directories, 1876‒80, s.v. Dunbar, Joshua, Ancestry.com, U.S.
City Directories, 1821‒1989 (Provo, Utah: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2011). The third ward
was 5.2 percent African American in 1870 (143 of 2,744 residents); the fourth ward 1.5 percent
African American (thirty-three of 2,135).
85. Ann Honious, What Dreams We Have: The Wright Brothers and Their Hometown of
Dayton, Ohio (Fort Washington, Pa.: Eastern National, 2003), 60.
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“reach the hearts of our colored voters and snatch them from the brink of
that yawning chasm—paid democracy.”86 He quickly found that the Dayton black community, in which illiteracy was officially 20.65 percent, could
not sustain his endeavor.87 Nor could the Wrights keep him afloat. Orville
Wright later wrote that he and Wilbur published the Tattler “as long as
our financial resources permitted of it, which was not for long!”88 “Not for
long,” in this case, was three issues.
	As governor general of the Philippines, secretary of war, and president,
Alphonso Taft’s son, William Howard, made decisions on U.S. military policy
in the Philippines and federal support of early aviation that significantly affected the lives of the children of Gabriel and Arminta Young and Milton and
Susan Wright. As governor general, Taft did not interact directly with Charles
Young, who was a captain in the U.S. Army’s 9th Cavalry and in the islands
from 1901 to 1902. But he interacted with him indirectly when he withdrew
all of the Buffalo Soldier units serving in the Philippines for supposedly getting “along fairly well with the natives” and “too well with the native women,”
creating what he saw as significant local demoralization.89 Charles Young and
his unit subsequently returned to the United States, where he served as the
first African American acting superintendent of national park units at Sequoia and General Grant National Parks when the army assigned his unit to
patrol their expanses and improve their infrastructures during the summer of
1903. Meanwhile, as Theodore Roosevelt’s secretary of war from 1904 to 1908,
Taft turned away the initial attempts of Wilbur and Orville Wright to sell
their airplane to the U.S. military before finally contracting with the brothers
for the purchase of one demonstration airplane and demonstration flights in
1907. In 1909, President Taft, now more impressed with the brothers’ work,
personally presented the Wrights with the Aero Club of America’s gold medal
in a ceremony at the White House.
	Nor were Young and Dunbar strangers to each other. Early in his writing
86. Paul Laurence Dunbar, “Salutatory,” Dayton Tattler, Dec. 13, 1890, 2.
87. Census Office, Department of the Interior, Report on the Population of the United States at
the Eleventh Census: 1890, Part II (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1897), lviii.
88. Orville Wright to Edward Johnson, Jan. 2, 1934, in The Papers of Wilbur & Orville Wright,
Including the Chanute-Wright Letters and Other Papers of Octave Chanute, vol. 2, ed. Marvin
McFarland (1953; Salem, N.H.: Ayer Co., 1990), 1162. African American newspapers were rarely
successful business propositions in Ohio; see Gerber, Black Ohio, 86.
89. Willard B. Gatewood Jr., Black Americans and the While Man’s Burden 1898‒1903 (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1975), 280. See also Matthew F. Steele, “The ‘Color Line’ in the
Army,” North American Review 185, no. 605 (Dec. 21, 1906): 1288.
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career, Paul Dunbar occasionally called on Charles Young during the army
officer’s 1894–98 assignment teaching military science at Wilberforce University near Dayton; he also presented readings of his poetry at the university.90 Together, the two wrote music—an unpublished piece called “Good
Night” with lyrics by Dunbar and music by Young is in the collection of
the National Afro-American Museum and Cultural Center in Wilberforce,
Ohio. In 1904, the tubercular Dunbar wrote to Young, then the U.S. military
attaché in Haiti, stating that “No One would rather be with you there in the
land of the sun than I.” Three years later, Young served on the advisory committee for the Paul Laurence Dunbar Memorial Committee, which raised
money for Dunbar’s gravestone in Dayton’s Woodland Cemetery.91 As for
Taft and Dunbar? Their paths are not known to have crossed.
However, these events were for the future. When the Tafts, Wrights,
Youngs, and Dunbars came to Ohio, the destinies of their future children
were unknown. Their moves, though, made it possible for their children to
fulfill Wilbur Wright’s advice. Whether coming to southwestern Ohio as
part of the westward migration from New England, for employment, or to
escape slavery and racial violence, the Buckeye State of the mid-nineteenth
century provided a variety of opportunities for Alphonso Taft, Milton and
Susan Wright, Gabriel and Arminta Young, and Matilda and Joshua Dunbar. It would also provide opportunities for their children to excel.

90. Dunbar did not visit Young at Youngsholm, the property Young purchased in 1907, the
year after Dunbar’s death; Youngsholm is the core of today’s Charles Young Buffalo Soldiers
National Monument.
91. “Good Night,” undated; Paul Laurence Dunbar to Charles Young, Dec. 16, 1904; J. B. Siders
to Charles Young, Sept. 18, 1907. All unprocessed in the National Afro-American Museum and Cultural Center, Wilberforce, Ohio—Coleman Collection of Charles Young Material—NAM MSS 21.
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Exhibit Review
1950s: Building the American Dream, Columbus, Ohio
Historical Center, Ohio History Connection

The 1950s are often remembered (especially by the so-called baby boomer
generation) as a simpler, more carefree period of American history. Following the turmoil of the Great Depression and World War II, this decade is
popularly perceived as one of general prosperity, innocence, and positive
views of the nation’s future. 1950s: Building the American Dream celebrates
nostalgic memories, but also explores the darker undercurrents of America’s
“Happy Days.” The exhibition, currently featured at the Ohio Historical Center, provides glimpses of popular culture and media, technology, consumer
culture, and other facets of 1950s America. It also examines the downside of
the era, including the threat (and promise) of nuclear energy, struggles for
civil rights, fears of communism, daunting public health issues, and culturally enforced definition of gender roles. The following review of the exhibit
was written after an on-site unguided tour on September 11, 2015.
	Distinctive 1950s graphics and typefaces introduce the visitor into the
first gallery, which is dominated by a large timeline that very effectively
provides the context of national history covering each year of the decade.
Interactive video screens and thumb-through binders provide topical background for each year, including brief illustrative information on presidential administrations, popular culture, and other aspects of American life.
The graphic timeline wall dominating this gallery employs illustrations,
photographs, and artifacts introducing the topics that will be covered in
more detail throughout the exhibit. The timeline wall is extremely informaOhio History, Vol. 123 No. 2 © 016 by The Kent State University Press
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1950s timeline with interactive tablets (Stephen H. Paschen)

Lustron Home (Stephen H. Paschen)

tive, playful, and entertaining, providing an attractive framework for understanding the 1950s.
Just beyond the timeline, a second gallery features a full-sized Lustron
Home. Ohio History Connection developed the exhibit using in part a significant archival collection of materials (an Ohio Historical Society archival
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Panel with advertisement for the Lustron Home (Stephen H. Paschen)

collection that was the basis for the 2008 documentary, Lustron—The House
America’s Been Waiting For, an important contribution to the history of engineered prefabricated housing in the United States) relating to this 1950s
attempt to fill the need for practical and affordable housing. Visitors are encouraged to walk through the house and experience its unique construction,
appearance, and spatial arrangement—definitely a highlight of the exhibit.
Accompanying plans, photographs, and well-written narrative labels enhance
understanding of the Lustron concept. The house provides a natural setting
for viewing 1950s furniture, window and floor treatments, appliances, a working vintage television, artifacts, and even a simulated outdoor area, as well
as educating visitors about contemporary trends in popular culture, fashion,
and interior design. A grim reminder of the threat of nuclear war is the simulated backyard entrance hatch (with accompanying explanatory text) leading
to an unseen underground bomb shelter. Concisely written panels explain the
demise of the company and remind visitors that although Lustron Homes still
exist, many of the structures have been lost to the wrecking ball. The Ohio
Historic Preservation Office made preservation of these vintage structures an
initiative this year and next, providing a Web site offering technical information and assistance to Ohioans owning Lustron Homes. This practical preservation effort is prominently featured in accompanying narrative panels.
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	A more didactic exhibit gallery follows the Lustron Home walk-through.
This series of panels, artifacts, photographs, and interactive videos is done in
colorful 1950s-style graphics. Focusing on “Building the American Dream,”
this portion of the exhibit engages visitors in topics such as the burgeoning 1950s American consumer culture (automobiles, appliances, precooked
packaged foods, and other facets of post–World War II prosperity), popular culture (television, radio, movies, music, comic books, toys, magazines,
fashion, and professional sports as well as other distinctly 1950s fads), science and technology (increasing educational emphasis on science, in particular, the “space race”), and reinforcement of family and gender roles.
These well-chosen topics provide an overview, but perhaps could have included a few other distinctive phenomena such as the rise of fast-food restaurants, drive-in movies, and the influence of Dr. Benjamin Spock’s bestselling book, Baby and Child Care (1946) on child rearing. Also, school-age
children visiting the exhibit might enjoy learning what school classrooms
were like in the 1950s (popular reading books such as Dick and Jane, school
dress codes of the period, and the existence of corporal punishment in the
classroom—still accepted in this era).
	In terms of understanding the 1950s, this didactic section does not dwell
only on amusement, materialism, and popular culture, but also explores the
darker aspects of the period, described as “challenges and dark undercurrents of the 50s.” Featured alongside the familiar “happy days” themes are exhibit materials covering the civil rights movement (desegregation of schools,
business establishments, and public transit, as well as redlining of neighborhoods), fear of communism (“McCarthyism” and the “Cold War”), and
public health issues (the fight against polio and the debate about fluoridation
of the public water supply). “The Atomic Age” promised cheaper, more efficient atomic energy sources, but also necessitated “Duck and Cover” safety
training for school children in the event of a nuclear attack. Concerns about
air and water pollution began to be publicly discussed at this time. Also, during the 1950s ethnic minority musicians, authors, actors, and athletes were
exploited by the white entertainment and sports establishment even as the
doors were opened by the first desegregation successes. Several other challenging topics were covered lightly (or not at all), such as societal suppression of women, gays, ethnic and religious minorities, the mentally ill, and
physically disabled Americans. Urban renewal and slum clearance began to
alter the appearance and viability of American downtowns, precipitating the
destruction of historic city centers, resulting in the displacement of poor
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Chevy Bel Air with Airstream trailer (Stephen H. Paschen)

people and encouraging suburban sprawl. By the early 1960s cities all over
the country were scarred by large areas of demolition, most of which only
created space for parking lots and highways.
The final portion of the exhibit is visually very interesting, but contains
less textual interpretation. The vintage Chevrolet Bel Air and attached Airstream trailer are certainly beautiful symbols of Americans’ increasing buying power and leisure time for travel. It would be interesting for visitors
to be able to view the inside of the trailer, as well as providing another opportunity to display other 1950s artifacts in context. Alongside the auto and
trailer is a wonderful collection of 1950s snapshots, which, unfortunately, is
not accompanied by any explanatory text. Perhaps a few oral history quotes
and a little narrative about the photographs (such as pointing out popular
photographic trends of the time—such as posing the children on the hood
of the family’s new car in front of their new house) would make the snapshots more effective.
When this writer visited the exhibit, it was apparent that the exhibit
would soon be expanded to include popular culture items like toys and rec
ords. By the time this article is published, these elements of the exhibit will
be open and will add more entertaining and interesting context to the installation.
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The exhibit is a strong, high-quality installation with a visually appealing
presentation and particularly excellent graphics. There is a nice balance of
visuals, audio and video, text and interactive elements. The Lustron Home
and its surrounding elements are easily the most fascinating portion of the
exhibit, providing a walk-through experience that is very pleasing to the
visitor. On the day of my visit there was no on-site docent or first-person
interpreter (the Web site mentions that a reenactor playing a Lustron salesman is sometimes present) to tell the story. When available, this element
undoubtedly heightens the visitors’ understanding of the context in which
the home was designed and constructed. Practical advice made available for
present-day owners’ restoration of surviving structures is advertised both
in the exhibit and online. This is a wonderful idea that it is hoped will result
in the preservation of more examples of this nearly forgotten attempt at
designing, marketing, and selling manufactured housing during the 1950s.
The use of video oral histories in the exhibit is done very effectively (it is
always enjoyable to hear and see narrators as they relate their stories). Online educational materials are particularly well done, accessible, and should
be useful to classroom teachers. These materials not only contribute more
detail to the story of the 1950s, but also strengthen the contextual story,
helping students to imagine what it would have been like to grow up in the
decade. Inclusion of downloadable age-specific worksheets and classroom
exercises complete a well-conceived school program.
1950s: Building the American Dream is a well-designed, carefully researched,
and historically strong exhibit. Visitor flow through the galleries works very
well, including ample space for small groups to pause and view videos or oral
testimony. Casual visitors will enjoy walking through the installation in a brief
visit or linger for a deeper understanding of a fascinating and unique decade
of American history.
Stephen H. Paschen
Kent State University
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Book Reviews

Red Dreams, White Nightmares: Pan-Indian Alliances in the Anglo-American
Mind, 1763–1815. By Robert M. Owens (Norman: Univ. of Oklahoma Press,
2015. 320 pp. Cloth $32.95, ISBN 978-0-8061-4646-1.)
Robert M. Owens’s latest effort traces the development of pan-Indian fears
in Anglo-America from Pontiac to Tecumseh or, more fitting from the perspective of this book, from Jeffery Amherst to Andrew Jackson. Owens argues that the fears held by frontier settlers and government officials of intertribal cooperation and its more terrifying darker side, a general Indian war,
shaped Indian policy for generations. Prior to Pontiac’s War, for example,
the British often promoted peace between their indigenous allies to counter
French threats, but this policy shifted in the 1760s as English officials took
great pains to divide Indians by encouraging intertribal conflict and warfare.
With the creation of the United States, British policy again reversed course
as their agents labored to unite Indians against their former colonists. Owens stresses that such efforts stemmed as much from a desire to prevent panIndian coalitions being directed against them as they did from countering
the United States.
For the first forty years of its existence, the United States had even more
reason to guard against pan-Indian alliances. Fears of Indian uprisings,
coupled with the dread of slave rebellions, especially in the South, drove
policy. Officials were particularly concerned with preventing a union of Indians living on either side of the Ohio River. An Ohio confederacy could
be damaging—as seen with the Harmar and St. Clair debacles of the early
1790s—but a true alliance of northern and southern Indians would prove
disastrous. American policies therefore targeted these broad Indian alliances. Ultimately, a general Indian confederacy never came to fruition,
which, Owens argues, ensured the survival of the United States.
Ohio History, Vol. 123 No. 2 © 016 by The Kent State University Press
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Red Dreams, White Nightmares is an easily accessible book. Nineteen
short chapters (divided into three parts) and a lively narrative make for a
quick read. Owens’s argument is driven mostly by reports and rumors from
government officials, newspapers, and other correspondence, or from those
in charge of policy and those hoping to shape policy. It serves as a convincing account of Anglo-American fears of pan-Indianism in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries. Few would disagree that such fears were a
central feature of Euro-American frontier life during periods of chronic warfare, but some scholars may question the degree to which fear and terror
affected policy makers. Officials were certainly concerned with pan-Indian
threats and the possibility of a general Indian war, but terrified? The words of
U.S. commissioners in November 1788 reveal much. Writing to Creek leader
Alexander McGillivray, who earlier accused Congress of deceitful negotiations, the commissioners replied that it was beyond belief that the general
government “after withstanding one of the greatest Powers of Europe, with
her allies, together with almost the whole of the Indian tribes combined,
should at this day have recourse to base artifice, in order to accomplish the
ruin of a few Indian tribes.”1 As this quotation suggests, American officials
had a very real sense of their own strength vis-à-vis Indian nations, even if at
times they projected power and used coercive threats to mask a position of
financial or military weakness. The scale of empire weighed heavily, as vast
differences in economic, political, and demographic power underpinned relations between Anglo-Americans and Indians.
Red Dreams, White Nightmares asks us to take fear seriously. Owens
successfully demonstrates that we should. Scholars wishing to carry these
ideas further could benefit by inverting the title (“White Dreams and Red
Nightmares”) to better understand how fear shaped indigenous peoples’ responses not only to foreign diseases, economies, and encroachments but
also to Euro-American coalitions, confederacies, and nation building.
T y l e r B o u lwa r e
West Virginia University

1. Colin G. Calloway, ed., Revolution and Confederation, in Early American Indian Documents: Treaties and Laws, 1607–1789, 20 vols., ed. Alden T. Vaughan (Bethesda, Md.: Univ. Publications of America, 1979–2004), 18:479.
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William Wells and the Struggle for the Old Northwest. By William Heath (Norman: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, 2015. 500 pp. Cloth $34.95, ISBN 978-0-80615119-9.)
Before composing the book under review here, William Heath had already
written a novel about William Wells, the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century frontiersman killed at the Battle of Fort Dearborn (Chicago)
at the start of the War of 1812: Blacksnake’s Path: The True Adventures of William Wells (2008). By contrast, William Wells and the Struggle for the Old
Northwest is a documentary history, but rarely breaks the general narrative
established in Blacksnake’s Path. This is not meant to denigrate either: each
recreates the life and times of a fascinating liminal yet wholly representative
figure whose story is essentially the story of Ohio and Indiana between 1790
and 1812, the early republic era that prepared the ground for massive and
rapid white colonization after 1815. Wells’s story is well worth knowing, and
Heath is certainly the person to tell it: which version you select should be
based on your preference for historical fiction or narrative history.
The strength of William Wells and the Struggle for the Old Northwest is
in its adherence to its sources, a generic obligation that lends a consistent
authenticity sometimes missing from Blacksnake’s Path. Wells was born in
1769 to British settlers in southern Ohio and captured as a boy by the Miami.
As was the custom in the depopulated “middle ground,” Wells was adopted
and initiated as a warrior and hunter, marrying and joining the confederated
Indian forces that resisted American entry into the region. In 1791, he fought
against the American Army led by Arthur St. Clair, but later switched sides
and fought with the Americans at the decisive Battle of Fallen Timbers in
1794, leading to his role as translator at the subsequent Treaty of Greenville
in 1795. Subsequently untrusted by both sides, the rest of his life was largely
migratory, between red and white and, I would argue, past and present.
Between 1795 and 1812 Wells continued to live in white and Miami communities simultaneously and spent time among the Miami who lived in
Prophetstown, Tecemseh, and Tenskatawa’s multitribal village, which was
later destroyed in the Battle of Tippecanoe. This exposure is important. Tecumseh wisely insisted that tribal loyalties be subordinated to a more pressing need for racial unity. In doing so, he was defensively reacting to the Anglo-American imposition of racial divisions on the middle ground. Within
that, Heath depicts Wells as a figure increasingly split between his Miami
and white identities. More accurately, he was split between an older French-
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based frontier in which race was subordinated to behavior as a means of
establishing identity, and a new Anglo-American frontier on which race was
all that mattered. As such, his shifts were not necessarily traitorous. Little
Turtle’s and Tecumseh’s confederacies were just as racialized as Wayne’s and
Harrison’s American forces. As an intercultural figure, Wells’s loyalty was to
neither, but rather to the older, more diverse middle ground in which figures
like Wells were not forced to choose one race or another.
	After 1815, men like Wells, had he survived, were forced to adhere to
more rigid definition. By contrast, John Tanner, a contemporary of Wells,
captured by the Miami who sold him to the Odawa, ultimately fled Henry
Rowe Schoolcraft’s Sault Ste. Marie in 1830 to vanish into Anishnabe culture
as they fled farther north and west. By contrast, Wells’s death embodies the
demise of the region as an intercultural middle ground prior to its becoming
segregated and “white.” This, then, might also be understood as a switch from
the French model of cohabitation and collaboration to an Anglo-American
paradigm of ethnic cleansing and racial singularity. Heath sets Wells’s story
against the broad historical movements that shaped his experience, perhaps
at times overly so. Wells himself too often gets submerged in the longer digressions Heath uses to establish context and authenticity.
However, in the end, it is easy to understand why Heath’s first impulse was
to tell the story of Wells as a novel. His death in 1812, in a way, symbolizes the
death of the older frontier in which such idiosyncratic figures could move
freely between and among their many neighbors. To navigate this transitional
region, Wells, as depicted by Heath, becomes a shape-shifting trickster and
chameleon of convenient voice—a term from Charles Brockden Brown’s
1800 novel Arthur Mervyn. Wells comes across as someone almost unreal in
his many iterations and convolutions, not unlike Brown’s protagonist, reflecting the early republic’s treacherous shiftiness and rapid transitions, on the
banks of both the Delaware and the Wabash.
E dwa r d Wat t s
Michigan State University
Grant Under Fire: An Exposé of Generalship & Character in the American
Civil War. By Joseph A. Rose (New York: Alderhanna Publishing, 2015. xviii
+ 798 pp. Cloth $42.50, ISBN 978-1-943177-00-4.)
Over the past 150 years, Civil War scholarship has influenced the way
Americans understand the war’s events and key players. Perhaps the most
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enigmatic figure who came out of the war was Ulysses S. Grant. Because
Grant was the general who led the Union to victory, his opponents have
singled him out over the years, and have successfully created a biased narrative that, as a general, he was allegedly a drunken, careless butcher. Joseph
A. Rose’s book Grant Under Fire: An Exposé of Generalship & Character in
the American Civil War continues this long line of anti-Grant scholarship.
	In Grant Under Fire, Rose asserts that an overwhelming majority of historians have overstated the brilliance of Grant’s generalship. Although Rose
insists on the importance of never overglorifying a historical figure, he uses
that same device of exaggeration to demonize Grant. Rose portrays Grant
as a completely incompetent, idle, lucky, impetuous, and vindictive general
who never did anything correct, even in victory. Somehow, however, he was
clever enough to rise from a lowly colonel of volunteers to the commanding
general of the U.S. Army in less than three years. Rose exacerbates Grant’s
faults without the slightest mention of the positive qualities he possessed
and the growth he showed as a general. Such an unbalanced critique of
Grant is reminiscent of a quote from Grant’s own memoirs pertaining to
retrospective examinations of war. Grant wrote: “things are seen plainer
after the events have occurred” (New York: Charles L. Webster & Co., 1885,
1st ed., 1:165).
	Although Rose incorporates many primary and secondary sources, his
interpretation is highly subjective and charged. Not only does he question
Grant’s military abilities, but he also portrays him as a pro-slavery drunk
with low morals and a weak character. These accusations are far from original and have been proven over the years to be unfounded. They are in the
same vein as Lost Cause historiography. There is a clear confirmation bias
in this work, and it affects the overall validity of his argument. Rose uses
evidence out of context in order to reinforce his interpretation, while concurrently ignoring evidence that goes against his thesis.
The cornerstone of Rose’s argument resides in The Personal Memoirs of
U. S. Grant. Rose claims that Grant’s memoirs are riddled with errors and
have erroneously influenced the way people understand the Civil War. There
are indeed some superficial errors in Grant’s memoirs, but Grant was on his
deathbed battling throat and mouth cancer when he wrote the memoirs. Under such circumstances it is asking a great deal to demand that he remember
every name and detail twenty years after the war. Furthermore, any objective historian understands that a memoir is one person’s perspective of an
event, and the opinions found within should not be taken purely as fact. For
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example, in the 1960 book Grant Moves South, acclaimed Civil War historian
Bruce Catton praises Grant’s development as a general while simultaneously
critiquing some of the assertions in his memoirs. It is also important to realize that the Ulysses S. Grant Association is currently working on a modern
edition of Grant’s memoirs with explanatory notes that will address any superficial errors Grant might have made.
There is no doubt that Rose did exhaustive research while writing this
book. He pulled from hundreds, if not thousands, of manuscripts, newspapers, government and official publications, unpublished dissertations, books,
articles, and Internet resources; a daunting feat for any historian. However, it
is clear that his research did not shape his conclusion; instead, his conclusion
shaped his research.
Louis Gallo
Mississippi State University
John Brown Speaks: Letters and Statements from Charlestown. By Louis De
Caro Jr. (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015. 211 pp. Cloth $60.00,
ISBN 978-1-4422-3670-7.)
Louis DeCaro’s John Brown Speaks: Letters and Statements from Charlestown gathers a host of important documents focusing on the aftermath of
Brown’s October 1859 raid on the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia.
A history professor at New York’s Alliance Theological Seminary, DeCaro
published a book on Brown’s religious life in 2002.
	Divided into four parts, the present collection begins with letters Brown
penned from the Charles Town jail while awaiting trial and then execution.
Especially poignant are a series of letters Brown wrote to his wife, Mary. On
November 26, Brown finally overcame his admonition that she not visit him
in jail, admitting, “I am entirely willing” (57). The letters make the reader
understand Brown was a father and husband, not just a historical symbol or
antislavery martyr. Gathered into groups chronologically, each subsection
of letters is prefaced with a one- to two-page introduction that places them
in the larger context of events and identifies the correspondents. DeCaro’s
transcriptions and presentation follow the editorial method outlined in the
book’s front matter and offer a compelling glimpse into the mind of the
radical abolitionist. Provenance for each document appears in the endnote
section at the end of the volume, intermingled with explanatory annotation
and citation of material quoted in document introductions. This can be a bit
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confusing, and readers may have been better served if provenance appeared
in the text at the end of each document. Nevertheless, the range of documents shows wide research that makes the collection valuable to scholars
and students interested in the events after the raid.
The second section gathers selected statements and documents, including selected excerpts from the dog-eared and underlined bible that Brown
held in his prison cell, instructions to his attorneys, and will drafts and redrafts written before his December 2 execution. Parts three and four aim to
set the events surrounding the Harpers Ferry raid and Brown’s execution
in broader contemporary context. The third section compiles a selection of
published interviews appearing in both northern and southern newspapers
between October 21 and November 29, just three days before his execution
for treason. This section is especially interesting because the newspaper
accounts clearly document an emerging division among public views on
Brown’s actions at Harpers Ferry. The final section of documents concerns
the memory of Brown and also includes the reflection of pro-slavery and
antislavery individuals. One abolitionist who had visited the old man at the
Charles Town jail wrote in 1887 that “Brown died victoriously and well” and
that his execution was “a fitting close of his life lending glory to the gallows
and receiving naught of disgrace therefrom” (171). In contrast, a Virginia
physician and journalist declared Brown to be “a fanatic, and a man of one
idea,” who was “devoid of all attributes of greatness” (161).
While DeCaro’s choice of documents sheds important light on the events
that followed Brown’s raid, the audience for this volume is not readily apparent. The book’s introduction rambles over Brown’s expertise as a sheepherder
and wool authority and events in Kansas, but fails to offer any description of
Harpers Ferry events necessary to make the volume appropriate for classroom adoption. Minor editing errors also mar the prefatory material with
words missing in some sentences, and modern usage is ignored throughout
without explanation (Harpers Ferry, not Harper’s, and the Virginia town is
two words, Charles Town). These are grievous errors in a document collection. DeCaro also goes to lengths to argue against a historical interpretation
of Brown as insane, which has long been discarded by scholars of abolition.
Despite these concerns, John Brown Speaks pulls together important historical documents ensuring that Brown’s words will reach an audience of twentyfirst-century readers.
L . D ia n e Ba r n e s
Youngstown State University
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Paul V. McNutt and the Age of FDR. By Dean J. Kotlowski (Bloomington:
Indiana Univ. Press, 2015. 428 pp. notes, bibliography, index. Cloth $45.00,
ISBN 978-0-253-01468-9.)
Dean Kotlowski ends his biography of the mid-century Indiana Democratic
Party leader by pointing out that Paul V. McNutt’s bust sits in the middle
of Indiana University’s McNutt quadrangle “without any plaque or marker
of any sort to explain who this man was or why he should be remembered”
(428). McNutt is one of those New Deal–era Democrats whose name one
runs across every now and then when reading about FDR and the party’s
sweep of the political spectrum during the Depression era. When one finishes Kotlowski’s biography, McNutt becomes more meaningful not only
for his part in the Roosevelt coalition (with which he was often at odds, we
discover) but for the intersection of his life with the intense historical situations in which he played a central role.
Writing a biography is a complex task and Kotlowski does a superb job
of lifting McNutt out from the background so that the reader might see
where and what he accomplished. Born in rural Indiana in the last decade
of the nineteenth century, he did well enough to attend Indiana University
and then Harvard Law School. After graduation he returned home to teach
at IU and shortly thereafter joined the army when the United States entered
World War I. Afterward he became an early member of the American Legion and by the end of the decade was elected as its national commander.
This became his springboard into politics for, as Kotlowski reminds the
reader throughout, McNutt’s goal was nothing short of the presidency.
This is where the and the Age of FDR comes into play. In 1932, as the
Democratic leader of the Indiana delegation, McNutt held out against FDR’s
nomination in the hopes that, while he was the party’s choice for governor
(which he would win, things might swing his way for perhaps the nomination or the second spot). It wasn’t to be and for the next decade he operated
in the shadow of FDR. As governor he built an efficient machine and dispensed New Deal aid and operated programs that brought hope to many in
the Hoosier State, although he was a bit tarnished by his use of martial law
in the southern Indiana coalfields. Due to term limits he could no longer
run in 1936 and turned to Roosevelt hoping for a cabinet position. Instead he
was named the high commissioner for the Philippines. The primary success
of his tenure there was getting visas for over thirteen hundred Jews to immigrate to the islands. However, by the time he left in 1939, the policy stalled
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and his efforts, while noble, were stymied. He returned to Washington and
began lobbying for the 1940 nomination; but, unbeknownst to him or very
few others, FDR had begun mulling the idea of a third term, thwarting McNutt’s efforts once again. He hoped for the vice president’s spot, but FDR
and his team had little trust in McNutt and instead he was appointed as the
director of the Federal Security Agency, which oversaw the Civilian Conservation Corps, National Youth Administration, and a host of other New Deal
agencies. During World War II he headed the War Manpower Commission
and afterward was appointed by Truman as the first ambassador to the Philippines. He left public service the following year and spent his time between
his law offices in New York and Washington, served on various boards, and
spent a lot of time visiting and working with the Indian Democratic Party.
The effects of years of smoking and drinking began to take their toll, and in
the spring of 1955 he died of cancer of the esophagus at the age of sixty-three.
	As you can tell by the breadth of the review, McNutt’s career intersected
with most of the significant historical events of the first half of the twentieth century. A few situations were missing, however, and this related back
to the chapters on the American Legion and Indiana politics in the 1920s,
namely, his understanding of race relations. While Kotlowski convincingly
argues how the Ku Klux Klan and the American Legion were very separate
entities during the era, he also recognizes that many members of one were
often members of the other. Indiana’s record on race relations in the McNutt era was not that positive (few states’ were), but the book makes little
mention of McNutt’s understanding of this important civil rights situation.
However, the book covers so much else that this can hardly be a criticism.
Kotlowski’s Paul C. McNutt will not only stand as the definitive biography
of the Tom Harken of his era, but also as a standard by which other biographies should be judged.
K e n n e t h J . B i n da s
Kent State University
Uprising at Bowling Green: How the Quiet Fifties Became the Political Sixties.
By Norbert Wiley, Joseph B. Perry Jr., and Arthur G. Neal (Boulder, Colo.:
Paradigm Publishers, 2013. 191 pp. Paper $41.95, ISBN: 978159451 9352.)
Despite the focus on well-known examples of student activism in the 1960s,
the first large student protest of the entire decade did not occur at the University of California‒Berkeley or the University of Michigan; it occurred in 1961
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at the conservative Bowling Green State University, nestled in the northwest
corner of rural Ohio. In Uprising at Bowling Green, Norbert Wiley, Joseph
Perry Jr., and Arthur G. Neal examine the circumstances surrounding this
unexpected outpouring of student unrest and place it within the larger narrative of student protest. This book is not an institutional history of BGSU
written for nostalgia’s sake; it is an investigation into an overlooked example
of student protest.
Working with limited primary sources due to an absence of material in
the university archives, the authors rely heavily upon personal correspondence, their own personal experiences (all three authors were members of
the BGSU sociology department at the time of the events), and an unpublished manuscript by James R. Gordon to rescue this forgotten event. The
authors vividly recreate the conservative atmosphere of the school, where
drinking, holding hands, and walking on the grass were prohibited. Faculty
were not permitted to speak during meetings or drink in public. The narrative demonstrates how a water fight among students escalated into a power
struggle between the authoritarian university president and a growing resistance movement. With the help of an untenured philosophy professor,
the students reframed their grievances from an issue concerning university
rules to an issue of free speech. The seemingly punitive firing of this professor helped unite parents, students, and faculty. After a newspaper battle that
swept across Ohio, the state legislature passed a new law altering the administrative structure of BGSU. This law served as a vote of no confidence
for the university president, who subsequently resigned. The contextualized
retracing of this sequence of events clearly explains how and why the “uprising” occurred and was successful. Those interested in university leadership, communication, student activism, or the behavior of crowds will find
this narrative insightful.
The authors make an overarching argument that the uprising at BGSU illustrates a change that occurred when the activism of the 1950s transformed
into the activism of the 1960s in terms of tactics and leadership. The unexpected student protests were “an outgrowth of a crisis of authority” (5). For
years, the conservative views of an authoritarian president went unquestioned by students and faculty. Ultimately this “overdetermined quality of
this school’s passivity, turned out to be the very source of the demonstrations” as the built-up frustrations exploded due to an unexpected spark
(12). The subsequent protests succeeded because of student solidarity and
the proper framing of grievances and goals (111‒12).
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	Although the book focuses on Bowling Green, Ohio, it does provide a
limited national perspective in order to locate the BGSU protests within the
larger history of student protest (1950s‒1970s). Instead of contextualizing
the event historiographically, the authors rely heavily on sociological theory
and provide a unique explanation of how the societal constructs developed
in the 1940s and 1950s conflicted with the societal changes of the 1960s. Although it is interesting and worthy of further study, the authors’ argument
connecting the oppression of women and the subsequent feminist movement to the BGSU student protest is less successful.
Unfortunately, the book as a whole is very disjointed and difficult to
read. The text is very repetitive as entire paragraphs appear almost word for
word at multiple locations in the book (30, 61). Even the unnumbered page
of photographs is printed in two locations (4‒5, 94‒95). The authors take
their audience on a wild ride, repeatedly traveling forward and backward
in time both locally and nationally, all the while drifting in and out of discursive sociological theorizing. In spite of the book’s poor organizational
structure and flow, it fills what was a previously unknown gap in the literature and provides several unique and important lines of questioning that
should serve as starting points for future research.
J o s h ua C ata l a n o
George Mason University
Where the River Burned: Carl Stokes and the Struggle to Save Cleveland. By
David and Richard Stradling (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univ. Press, 2015. 245 pp.
Cloth $29.95, ISBN 978-0-8014-5361-8.)
In David and Richard Stradling’s interesting and welcome new monograph,
Where the River Burned: Carl Stokes and the Struggle to Save Cleveland, the
author-brothers, one a historian, the other a journalist, argue that the wrenching transition of urban America from an “industrial city” model to a “service
city” model during the 1960s and 1970s was fueled not only by shifting largescale demographic and economic trends—such as suburbanization, deindustrialization, and white flight—but also “the growing influence of ecological
thought in America” (11). They see in the urban politics of Carl Stokes’s pioneering mayoralty in Cleveland from 1968 to 1971 an opportunity to study
“environmental policy and the growing influence of ecological thought in
American culture” and thereby craft “a new, more inclusive” history of postwar urban America and the environmental movement (3).
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	In most ways, Cleveland’s deepening urban crisis during the 1960s and
1970s was typical and emblematic of the broader calamity occurring across
urban America. Many U.S. cities, particularly those that had been built upon
the old industrial order, were grappling with “concurrent environmental and
urban crises.” What made Cleveland unique, according to the authors, was
not the crises it faced, but the distinctive perspective and positioning of its
mayor, Carl Stokes. “Never had a black man raised in poverty grown up to
run a major industrial city,” the authors explain, which “allowed [Stokes] to
see the city more completely than any of his predecessors . . . the boundaries
that ran through his community, the barriers that held Cleveland back.” This
authentic perspective gave Stokes a legitimacy and authority “that no other
mayor had” (3).
	Immediately, Stokes faced the reality that decades of unmitigated industrial growth (and now decline) had left many of the city’s neighborhoods
in ruins and its various natural features (like Lake Erie and the Cuyahoga
River) alarmingly polluted. If the city was to make a successful transition
toward the new “livable service city,” one where public health and access to
recreational opportunities were central, it would need to not only clear blight
and revitalize a flagging economy, but also clean up these natural resources
to make the city a more desirable place to live, work, and play. In this telling, demands for environmental improvement were generated not merely
(or mainly) by economic growth and the desire of affluent suburbanites to
preserve recreational wilderness and protect suburbia’s natural amenities, as
many scholars have previously emphasized, but also by urban decline and a
growing sense of crisis.
The book is organized in a nonlinear fashion around two critical months:
June 1969, when the Cuyahoga River caught fire, bringing national ignominy
to Cleveland, and April 1970, which included the first Earth Day. The authors spin their analysis outward from these two snapshots in time, providing
historical context and analysis as necessary along the way. In the end, the
Stradlings, while not uncritical of the Stokes administration, give the mayor
significant credit for a host of policies and other actions that effectively put
Cleveland on the path from the old industrial model to the new service city
model. Yet, they also note that cleaner air, waterways, and beaches; new office
buildings; expanding educational resources; and more open space “all made
Cleveland a better place to be, but fewer and fewer people chose to live there”
(15). Nevertheless, rather than seeing the Stokes Administration as a failure,
the authors offer a quasi-heroic portrait of a determined and hard-working
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leader battling a host of large-scale forces that made his job extremely difficult
and his ultimate vision for the city, in the end, unachievable.
There are many lessons from Where the River Burned that should make
it valuable to a wide range of scholars, students, and policy makers. The authors effectively demonstrate that environmental thinking was a significant
dynamic in this critical transitional period, both among civic leaders, but
also the general population of the city. Time and again the authors present
evidence of politicians, business leaders, and everyday people in suburban
communities and central city neighborhoods articulating their concerns,
their fears, and their aspirations for Cleveland through language laced with
environmental references. This is a welcome reminder that one of the great
potentialities of environmental thinking is that it emphasizes connections
rather than the boundaries that separate city residents along race, class, and
geographic lines. Even affluent white suburbanites who had fled the declining
city realized that pollution and environmental degradation could not easily
be contained and would, ultimately, impact their own cloistered communities. Yet, the book also makes clear the impossibility of fully addressing the intertwined urban and environmental crises without broader buy-in from large
economic interests, the surrounding metropolitan area, as well as significant
financial infusions from state and federal authorities, all of which were hard to
come by as a new era of conservatism emerged in the 1970s. And, not surprisingly, Where the River Burned further underscores the persistent challenges
that both race and class presented in terms of crafting a broad coalition of
support and, thus, the political will necessary to accomplish the heavy lifting
essential to revitalize a city like Cleveland. Racial grievance and disturbance,
itself a symptom of a long history of urban inequality, discrimination, and
decline, easily sent white constituencies running scared from partnership. In
the end, whatever Stokes’s achievements, the Stradlings present a portrait of
a visionary city leader “trapped and powerless” in the face of these broader,
large-scale factors, which ultimately stymied further and fuller success (200).
As urban America transitions today from the service city to the sustainable
city, we might all do well to consider the numerous lessons from this earlier
period of urban change.
Pat r i c k D. J o n e s
University of Nebraska‒Lincoln

