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FROM STILTS TO STEEL

CoNSTRUCTING THE LAKESHORE LINES FROM CLEVELAND TO TOLEDO

PArT 1 — 1835-1850
RON HELMECI

The Beginning

Most rail lines and networks in existence today re-
sulted from a series of mergers, consolidations, and re-
construction. One could say that this was doubly true
of the New York Central System’s magnificent Water
Level Route-and Norwalk Branch between Cleveland
and Toledo. To produce barely two hundred miles of
railroad, seven different corporations spent almost
four decades planning, building, combining, abandon-
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Pictured is a regenerating remnant of the Great Black Swamp at the Ottawa National Wildlife Reserve east of Toledo.

ing, tearing up, re-routing, and rebuilding track. The
following is an account of how this process unfolded
Before getting into specifics, it will help to provide
few pertinent geographical and historical facts about
the history of Lakeshore Ohio, its settlement, and its
early transportation difficulties.

The region between the Appalachians and the Mis-
sissippi River is split between two immense water-
sheds, the Ohio River Valley and the Great Lakes. The

This drowned lake bed of Lake Maumee spread over an area the size of Connecticut. It was a place where rivers could
be a mile and a half wide, entire townships flood, and early settlers could spend weeks traveling a few miles. The
swamp completely blocked westward movement of settlers immediately south of Lake Erie. Settlers wishing to reach
Northern Indiana, Michigan, and Northern lllinois either had to come north from the Ohio Valley or sail west on Lake
Erie to Michigan. Photo by Ron Helmeci.
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Mississippi drains most of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and
Wisconsin. Only Michigan, the very northern parts
of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, and eastern Wisconsin
drain into the Great Lakes. In a few places, such as
Chicago and eastern Ohio, the Mississippi basin near-
ly touches or does touch the lakes themselves. South
of Lake Erie, the drainage basin rarely extends more
than twenty or thirty miles from the lake.

Before the opening of the Erie Canal, the only water
exit from the lakes was past Niagara Falls and then
down the rapids-strewn St. Lawrence River. Aside
from these obstacles, this route was ice-bound much of
the year and in the hands of the hostile British.

When settlers began to flood west after the Revolu-
tionary War, most headed for the Ohio Valley. The only
way to conduct trade was by water, and whatever its
shortcomings, the Ohio River did provide a workable
transportation system. The trip from the Pittsburgh
and Ohio regions to sell goods in New Orleans was
long and dangerous, but it was an outlet for the hogs,
whiskey, lumber, and crops beginning-to be produced.
The advent of the steamboat allowed badly needed
trade goods to be brought upriver to feed the huge
latent demand. By the 1820s the Ohio Valley had a

rapidly growing population, and trade was even devel-
oping within the basin between one part and another.

Those settlers who ventured into the Lakeshore
region of Northern Ohio after the threat from Britain
was removed by the War of 1812 found that a much
harsher and threatening landscape awaited them.
The area from the Pennsylvania border to western
Sandusky Bay, 120 miles to the west, devoid of people
ever since the Iroquois annihilated the Erie during the
Beaver Wars of the late 1600s, was a densely forested
region buried under massive lake effect snows in the
winter. To the west of Sandusky Bay lay the Great
Black Swamp, an impassible morass roughly the size
of Connecticut. This flooded lake bed of ancient Lake
Maumee was bounded by the Sandusky River to the
east and the Maumee River to the west. Sixty miles
in width, it reached inland in a southwest direction to
as far as the present Fort Wayne, Indiana. Shunned
by man and beast alike, it served as a nearly absolute
barrier to land travel along the southern lakeshore.
Few ventured in and fewer came out.

Although Lakeshore Ohio was roughly five hundred
miles from New York City and Philadelphia by land,

(Continued on following page)
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X = Terminus of the Ohio RR
Y = Terminus of the Toledo, Norwalk & Cleveland RR
Z = Bridge Planned Over the Maumee by the Junction RR

In the mid-1830s the Maumee Valley was a hotbed of land speculation. Everyone knew that a city would grow at the
outlet of the Miami and Erie Canal on the Maumee River but no actual decision had yet been made. Each sought an
edge over the others. Manhattan backers chartered the Ohio Railroad and situated its terminus across the Maumee
River from Manhattan. Toledo would become the terminus for the Toledo, Norwalk & Cleveland Railroad. The good
citizens of Perrysburg conspired with the Junction Railroad to build a route that would bypass Toledo entirely.
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From Stilts to Steel... (Continued from page 5)

for all practical purposes it may as well have been on
the far side of the moon. While it was possible, though
expensive and time-consuming, to transport goods
down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers to the Gulf and
then to New York City by ship, a distance of several
thousand miles, it simply wasn’t possible to move any
volume of goods between Lakeshore Ohio and the
East Coast. In an age where most transportation was
tied to water, the Appalachians were an impenetrable
barrier. From Nova Scotia to Georgia only one river,
the Mohawk, flowed west to east through the Appala-
chians and it was not navigable for much of its length.
What little trade that did trickle through by land from
the east or from the Ohio Valley was not enough to
sustain even the most basic needs. The settlers were
forced into subsistence living, using up what little
they brought with them.

Additional misery was heaped upon the settlers
through the process whereby the region was settled.

After the Revolution, Connecticut had retained the
area from the Pennsylvania border to Sandusky Bay
when it surrendered the remainder of its western land
claims. This became the Western Reserve and Firelands
regions. In an effort to be scrupulously fair in awarding
land to the initial investors, the region was thoroughly
surveyed and every acre assessed. Every investor was
given land of roughly equal quality but each investor’s
holdings were scattered over the entire Reserve. As a
result, when settlers purchased properties from these
investors, they likewise found themselves scattered in
isolated holdings throughout the Reserve, far from the
lake and other settlers, unable to aid or even visit one
another. Isolated from the East and isolated within the
Reserve, the hoped-for freedom and prosperity gave
way to poverty, sickness, and despair.

It only took one day to turn the entire trans-Appala-
chian region topsy-turvy. When the Erie Canal opened
on October 26, 1825 the colossal potential of the Great
Lakes transportation network was unleashed, whole
new regions were opened to settlement and trade, and

Lakeshore Ohio went from wretched

OHIO - THE CANAL ERA

isolation to being in the catbird seat.
Aside from those in Buffalo and

Erie, Lakeshore Ohioans now had
the shortest and safest all-water
route to the eastern seaboard. Bet-
ter yet, they sat on top of the best
routes from the Great Lakes into the
Ohio Valley. To tap into and control
the trade that would develop be-
tween the East Coast and the Ohio
Valley, they merely had to construct
another canal or two. Ohioans had
looked ahead, and this work was

well on its way.

The Canal Era

As the Erie Canal took form
and transformed dream into real-
ity, Ohioans spent long hard hours
debating the best way in which the
state could wring the maximum
benefit from this grand new thing.
The obvious solution was to dig a
canal connecting Lake Erie to the
Ohio River, so that settlers both in
the interior of Ohio and those living
in the Ohio Valley would have direct

At the time of the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, the vast majority of
the population west of the Appalachians lived in the Ohio Valley. Aimost no
settlers had moved into Northern Indiana, Northern lllinois or Michigan, and
it would be another twenty years before a substantial population developed
west of Lake Erie. The Erie Canal’s initial success hinged on potential trade
between the developing but isolated Ohio Valley markets and the East Coast,
New York City specifically. The Ohio canals were the key to this occurring.

and easy water access to the east.
When a canal was authorized by the
Ohio Legislature in 1822, the origi-
nal plan was to construct one canal
through the middle of the state, in
which case Sandusky, on the south
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shore of Sandusky Bay, would have been the outlet on
Lake Erie. When this was scuttled for lack of an ade-
quate water supply, it was decided to build two canals
and so situate them as to serve as many settlers in the
interior of the state as possible. These were the Ohio
and Erie Canal, which would connect Portsmouth on
the Ohio River with Cleveland, and the Miami and
Erie Canal, which would connect Cincinnati to Lake
Erie at the mouth of the Maumee River.

Since some regions of the state would not be helped
by these canals, it was agreed that a second round of
internal improvements targeting these “bypassed”
regions would follow their completion. This second
round would start once the Ohio and Erie Canal was
totally completed and the Miami and Erie Canal was
completed as far as Dayton.

New York businessmen, giddy from their success
with the Erie Canal and eager to extend their reach
into the Ohio Valley, advanced capital to Ohio to con-
struct the canals. Construction started at Cleveland
on the Ohio and Erie Canal on July 45 1825. The first
boat reached Lake Erie from Akron two years later,
and the canal was completed by 1832. To the west,
construction started on the Miami and Erie in 1825
at Cincinnati and was completed to just north of

Dayton in 1830. The first round of canal building was
done and quite a success it was. Transportation costs
plummeted to a fifth of what they had been, the Ohio
Valley had a much shorter path to market, and the
tolls allowed the State of Ohio to easily pay down the
debt incurred to fund construction.

With the core of the canal system built and operat-
ing, the Ohio Legislature turned to the next round. At
the very least, the Miami and Erie Canal had to be fin-
ished from Dayton to Lake Erie. Aside from this com-
mitment, the state, as part of the initial agreement to
build the canals, had promised to bring transportation
improvements to those parts of the state bypassed
in the initial program. The bypassed areas included
Southeastern Ohio and the region between Toledo
and Cleveland. Originally, the state planned to build
or fund feeder canals where feasible and roads else-
where. But times had changed and the railroad had
burst upon the scene. Accordingly, legislators agreed
to include them as an option.

New York capitalists were willing to advance funds
for the first canals because they were of the opinion
that the canals would benefit New York City nearly as
much as Ohio. But they were not fool enough to back

(Continued on following page)
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The route of the Ohio Railroad illustrates the choices builders had to make in a time of constrained capital and
primitive technology. To save the expense of bridging the gorges near the mouth of the Rocky and Black Rivers, an
inland route to their south was adopted. Likewise, to avoid the expense of bridging Sandusky Bay, the decision was

made to build south of it to Fremont from Sandusky. Finally, since there were nominal settlers in the Black Swamp
and no prospect of local traffic, a direct air line was planned across the swamp.
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From Stilts to Steel... (Continued from page 7)

strictly internal improvements in Ohio. By this time,
though, the completed canals were actually generat-
ing a surplus. Then, in 1836, the Federal Congress
distributed the Federal surplus back to the states,
with Ohio receiving 2.7 million dollars. Furthermore,
this was a period of easy money, so that funds were
available to private ventures. Together, these three
sources of ﬁnancing permitted a workable solution.

In 1837, legislators passed the “Loan Law,” which
would allow any Ohio chartered transportation proj-
ect, including railroads, to receive state bonds equal
to one-third of their authorized capital. In this phase,
the state would not do the actual construction nor
would they own the improvements. Instead, private
enterprises were expected to take the lead in securing
financing and undertaking the actual improvements.
If projects met certain conditions, then the state
would invest up to one-third of the necessary capital
needed to fund the project. With the passage of this
act, destined to live in history as the “Plunder Act,”
the railroad era in Northern Ohio began.

The First Era, Circa 1835 to 1847

Lakeshore Ohio, like many regions, experienced
a railroad building boom immediately after 1835.
This was an era of easy money and speculation was
rampant. It would all end, and end badly for most

Aside from the Black Swamp, railroad bullders planning a lakeshore Ilne og the
south shore of Lake Erie confronted other features produced by successive
waves of glaciation. As the final period of glacnahon ebbed and the and
rebounded from the weight of the ice, the rivers between Cleveland and
Sandusky cut deep gorges into the landscape as they flowed toward the lake.
Rather than shoulder the burden of bridging these gorges, builders elected to-
swing inland through Berea and Elyria before returning to the lake. Pictured is
the gorge cut by the Vermilion River. Photo by Ron Helmeci.

early efforts, after 1837, when a brutal nationwide
depression took hold and business and credit with-
ered. As Frederic L. Paxson, Pulitzer Prize winning
historian of the American West, so pithily noted, “The
lines undertaken between 1835 and 1847 are to be
regarded as pioneer enterprises conceived in poverty
and inexperience, prostrated by general bankruptey.
and revived only in another decade.” (Paxson, October,
1912 Reprinted) Never were truer words spoken.

In the early 1830s a dollar and a dream were all
that was needed to plot an empire in Northern Ohio.
All along the lakeshore, speculators were chartering
towns and cities, often in direct competition with al-
ready established settlements. Buffalo, as the outlet on
Lake Erie of the Erie Canal, had experienced explosive
growth. Everyone expected the same to happen on the
Maumee River, once the canal reached the lake. As a
result, paper towns sprung up like mushrooms in the
Maumee Valley. Manhattan, located near the mouth of
the Maumee River and funded by investors from Buffa-
lo, competed with Port Lawrence, funded by Cincinnati
interests. Vistula, Maumee, and Perrysburg, among
others, had their backers. All hoped to be located at the
point where the canal would meet the river. Ohio City,
an actual settlement on the west side of the Cuyahoga,
competed with Cleveland on the east. Richmond, cham-
pioned by Thomas Richmond, competed with Fairport,
at the eastern end near the Pennsylvania border. The
entire wealth of these paper cities was in their town

the settlement prospered and would
be worth nothing if the settlement
withered. The promoters of these
towns were willing to invest in what-
ever promised to give them an edge.

In hopes of gaining this advan-
tage, the promoters of Manhattan,
Richmond, and Ohio City banded
together to back the building of a
177-mile-long railroad from the
east shore of the Maumee River
opposite Manhattan to the Pennsyl-
vania border, one which would pass
through Ohio City and Richmond.
Its primary purpose would be to
boost the fortunes and solidify the
positions of these towns. Its second-
ary purpose was to haul freight and
passengers during those months of
the year when lake transportation
was impossible. And, should fortune
truly shine down, the promoters
would benefit from the role this
railroad could play in transporting
goods from the Midwest to the East.
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In fact, they envisioned it as the connecting link be-
tween a myriad of Midwestern and Eastern railroads.
That not one of these had yet been built or even had a
chance to be built was a mere detail.

In anticipation of passage of the “Loan Law,” the
Ohio Railroad was chartered on March 8, 1836 and
organized on April 25, 1836 at the Mansion House in
Painesville. The incorporators included Heman Ely,
Charles C. Paine, John W. Allen, Thomas Richmond,
and Samuel Wilson, among others. Nehemiah Allen,
an investor in Manhattan, was chosen president, and
Samuel Wilson was named treasurer. The capital stock
was four million dollars, at one hundred dollars per
share. While the main purpose of the charter was to
authorize the building of the railroad, it also authorized
the company to act as a bank with the right to issue
paper money. This was quite handy, since if one had a
dream but no dollar, all one had to do was print one.

Starting at the Pennsylvania border, the surveyors
laid out a route that ran through Richmond and then
closely followed the lakeshore to Cleyeland and Ohio
City. On leaving Ohio City it angled inland along the
Lorain Road, so that the Black River could be more
easily bridged at Elyria, and then returned to the lake
at Vermilion on the way through Huron to Sandusky.
At Sandusky, to avoid the expense associated with
bridging Sandusky Bay, the surveyors chose to head
straight to Fremont (Lower Sandusky) south of the
bay. From Fremont to the terminus on the east bank

of the Maumee River opposite Manhattan, an airline
across the Black Swamp would be built. The survey
was completed by 1836 at a cost of $6,000.

The plan was to build a strap iron railroad on top of
a row of pilings, earning the road the sobriquet “The
Road on Stilts.” In anticipation of a flood of traffic, it
would be double-tracked. The precise construction
specifications are described in the following:

For the use of the road, ground 100 feet in width
was cleared. There were required 112 piles [sic]
and 1,056 ties per mile — the former varying from
7 to 28 feet in length, (according to the grade),
and from 12 to 16 inches in diameter....Upon the
head of each pair of piles was fitted a tie, 8x8
inches, in which a gain was cut nine inches wide
and four deep, the tie being pinned down through
this gain with a two-inch cedar pin; but before
this was done a pint of salt was deposited in the
augur hole of each pile, which, permeating the
wood, was expected materially to preserve the
same from decay. ... The rails or stringers were
8x8, and 15 feet in length. On the wood string-
ers thus provided were to be placed iron [‘strap’]
rails, of the weight of twenty-five tons to the mile.
(Frohman, Charles E., Sandusky’s Yesterdays, Columbus,
Ohio: The Ohio Historical Society, 1968, p. 79.)

With the route surveyed, the right-of-way, and a pile
of money printed, the directors immediately fell out

(Continued on following page)
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