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Notwithstanding all that has been written and said, there is scarcely
any subject on which the knowing people of the East, are yet less in-
formed and instructed than on the character and amusements of the
West: by this I mean the “Far West;”—the country whose fascinations
spread a charm over the mind almost dangerous to civilized pursuits.

—George Catlin

C
incinnatians experienced the dangerous charms of frontier life for about a

decade and then, almost before they realized it, their frontier years were over and

they were citizens of the sedate Queen City of the West.

Cincinnati’s frontier period began on an icy day in December 1788, when a group

of settlers stepped off their flatboats and founded Losantiville, the village that eventually

became Cincinnati. Above them, literally covering the upper plain of the future city, were

“low lines of embankments,” the earthen remains of a prehistoric Indian population.1

Soon after the pioneers’ landing, roaming parties of hostile Indians began attacking the

infant settlement, which by early 1790 was protected by a large garrison of federal troops

at Fort Washington. The Treaty of Greenville in 1795 brought peace to the troubled region,

and with peace, numerous immigrants, so that by 1818 Cincinnati was officially a city.
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Throughout the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Cincinnatians had many

opportunities to meet Native Americans and experience Native culture. During this

time Cincinnatians’ encounters with living American Indians ranged from hostile con-

frontations in the region that became known as the “Miami slaughter house” to enthu-

siastic interactions with visiting Wild West show performers.2 Their responses to Indian

art and artifacts ranged from careless destruction of Indian mounds to admiration and

emulation. The legacies of these diverse encounters and interactions endure to this day.

The American frontier was a wide-open borderland where nonconformists, out-

laws, and entrepreneurs of all types interacted with one another and with settlers and

Native inhabitants in a dynamic free-for-all. As the frontier moved steadily west, farther

and farther from Cincinnati, the public’s perception of Indians also changed. Whether

white society thought of Indians as noble savages or savage Red Men often depended

on how ferocious real confrontations were. By the late 1800s Cincinnatians, as well as

other Americans, had romanticized Indians, creating an ideal Indian based on exagger-

ated or stereotypical images of America’s aboriginal people.3

As the frontier receded into the western horizon, Indians living on the Great Plains,

rather than the Eastern Woodland Indians with whom Cincinnatians were familiar,

evolved as the stereotype of the Native American. This image was promoted by early

American artists such as George Catlin, who featured Plains peoples, especially renowned

warriors, in paintings and in exhibits of their artifacts and weaponry. Later, William F.

“Buffalo Bill” Cody’s popular frontier reenactments, complete with rugged scenes of the

nation’s Wild West and the Congress of Rough Riders of the World, entered the public

imagination and fused with the nation’s identity.4

The tale of Cincinnatians’ contact with Native Americans is a labyrinth that scholars

enter at their peril. The quest for authentic history—for a relevant and unprejudiced view

of Indian relations with the city’s first settlers—is complicated by the inaccuracy and

sheer wild invention of most of the early material.5 However, a few select sources whose

information is confirmed by early documents or letters of that pioneer period illuminate

the naked reality of frontier life during the city’s earliest years.

During the first quarter of the 1800s, Cincinnatians’ attitudes toward and percep-

tions of Indians varied widely. A few prominent citizens expressed their hatred of Red

Men, while others immortalized them with personal collections kept as “cabinets of cu-

riosities.” These exotic collections, crudely documented and quaintly organized by modern

standards, often were haphazard displays of foreign coins, unique seashells from distant

2 Enduring Encounters

EllisPG1:Layout 1  6/2/07  10:38 AM  Page 2



regions, and moundbuilder artifacts, organized as much by personal whim as by any

temporal or scientific relationship between the specimens and artifacts. The collectors—

often educated men or wealthy businessmen, and the occasional scientist—later donated

these antiquities, together with more contemporary Indian artifacts, to local museums.

Other influential citizens chose to preserve a few Indian characteristics by joining

the Tammany Society, a national political organization that came to Cincinnati in 1811.

The society was named for the Delaware leader Tamenend, a benevolent man held in

high esteem by early colonists. Members belonged to a “wigwam” (geographical divi-

sion), smoked the calumet pipe, and participated in other Indian-inspired activities.

While the society was democratic in principle, it was distinctly aristocratic in practice.6

Literary-minded Cincinnatians from a variety of social classes also admired Indians

and featured the nation’s first people in poetry, fiction, and historical accounts, albeit

not always accurately. Artists portrayed Indians in a wide variety of media—even Rook-

wood’s pottery. Hundreds of works of art or invention emerged from the fertile minds

of Cincinnatians who encountered prehistoric relics, contemporary Indian artifacts, or

living Indians.

Without realizing it, and for the same reasons, Cincinnati’s first settlers had selected

a site on “the thoroughfare” used in prehistoric time, the picturesque Ohio River.7 The

town’s heavily forested site, located between the Great and Little Miami rivers and di-

rectly across from Kentucky’s Licking River, embraced two plains, a lower and an upper

plain (fig. 1). Present-day Third Street runs almost parallel to the brow that divides the

bottomland beside the river from the upper region. William Henry Harrison, who ex-

amined the city’s mounds with General Anthony Wayne in 1793, noted, “All the early

voyages on the Ohio, and all the first emigrants to Kentucky, represent the country as

being totally destitute of any recent vestiges of settlement.” What appeared to the settlers

to be an abandoned region was in fact a functioning hunting ground and battleground

for rival Indian tribes living south of the Ohio and those in Indian country north of the

river. For this reason, the “great highway” between the two Miami rivers became known

as the “Miami slaughter house.”8

This verdant, seemingly uninhabited scene invited settlement, deforestation, and

agriculture. Civilized farming was the dream of each settler; wresting the wilderness from

heathen savages was deemed proper and worth the risk. Numerous exaggerated tales about

Indian-settler confrontations fill the early literature. Fortunately, some learned men had

an eye for facts rather than hair-raising tales of Indian depredations.
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Tales of Early Settler and Indian Conflict

In 1838 Doctor Daniel Drake, possibly the most respected physician, scientist, and literary

personage west of the Alleghenies during those early years, delivered a speech, literally

a historical memoir of the Miami country for the years 1779–94. Many of the city’s aging

early pioneers attended this important event celebrating the semicentennial of Cincin-

nati’s first permanent settlement. Drake spoke for three hours to an overflowing audience

who remained “enchained” while he narrated events that had occurred at Losantiville,

North Bend, and Columbia, three villages now part of Cincinnati. Before relating stories

of Indian and settler encounters, he enumerated the reasons for the antagonism, stop-

ping to remind his listeners that prior to the settlement of the city in 1788, Indians al-

ready had been at war with eastern colonists. Drake maintained that the ensuing hostile

relations and “almost every interesting incident” in Cincinnati’s early history “may, di-

rectly or indirectly, be ascribed” to that protracted war. Moreover, Indians were dis-
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Figure 1. This early view of Cincinnati is from a 1903 painting, View of Cincinnati–1800, by Rudolph
Tshudi (1855–1923). The scene illustrates the two plains on which Cincinnati was settled. The “brow,”
present-day Third Street, divides the bottomland from the upper region that was covered with various
types of earthworks. Courtesy of the Cincinnati Museum Center.

EllisPG1:Layout 1  6/2/07  10:38 AM  Page 4



satisfied with the treaties that gave the colonial government their lands, they disliked the

conduct of traders who made the Indians drunk in order to ensure favorable dealing,

and they vehemently disapproved of white encroachment and hunting on their land. To

complicate matters further, whites acquired some lands from tribes who may not actually

have had the right to cede them, thereby setting the scene for major misunderstandings

and outright conflict, because both parties believed they had “unquestionable rights” to

the land. The confusion generated hard feelings, resulting in retaliations that harmed

innocent people on both sides.9

Drake told of horrible scenes of frequent bloodshed and grim privation, including

stories of scalpings by Indians and by white settlers alike. Other tales demonstrated the

Indians’ desire for horses and explained why settlers frequently used oxen to pull their

plows. For example, Indians attacked men working in their cornfields; when the farmers

ran for their guns, the Indians quickly unhitched the horses and fled. In another incident

Drake recounted, Indians stole horses tethered outside a “house of entertainment” on

Main Street frequented by officers of the garrison.10

“Bloody 1791,” Drake said, was “emphatically the romantic & military year of our

history.” That summer presented a “novelty” with the capture of more than sixty “pianke-

shaw [Piankashaw] Delaware and Kickapoo” Indians, who were transported to and im-

prisoned at Fort Washington, the city’s military post, built in 1789. Drake confessed he

was unable to “collect anecdotes concerning them.” He probably names the tribes cor-

rectly, because his account of the attacks that brought the Indians from Indiana to Fort

Washington is accurate. In May 1791, General Charles Scott burned Wea and Kickapoo

villages on the Wabash River; in August, General James Wilkinson attacked Miami town

on the Eel River, and again burned Wea towns. (The Wea and the Piankashaw are some-

times grouped with the Miami in Indiana.) The captured Indians were marched to Fort

Washington via Kentucky, possibly because the Kentucky militia was involved in both

attacks.11

Two hundred years later, the anecdotes that eluded Drake can be found in an early

diary kept by Johann Heckewelder when he traveled down the Ohio River in 1792–93.

Heckewelder was the well-known Moravian missionary who worked and wrote about

his experiences among Ohio’s Indians. He published his detailed journal in Germany

in 1797; it remains the earliest firsthand account of our city and other nearby towns.

Heckewelder and General Rufus Putnam arrived together in Cincinnati on July 2,

1792. The missionary chose not to stay at the fort with the general, preferring instead to

stay in a local tavern and mingle with the townspeople. Despite some fearsome tales of
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“savages” and the fact that the town was “overrun with merchants and traders and over-

stocked with merchandise,” Heckewelder was impressed with the fact that the settlement

kept a minister. After a brief rest Putnam and Heckewelder visited the Indian women

and children imprisoned at the fort—the Indians that Drake mentioned in his speech.

They were being held under a strict guard and were grateful when Putnam told them that

their “redemption was near at hand.” The “Muster-master” assured Heckewelder that

the lengthy imprisonment of “upwards of sixty prisoners” had cost the government over

sixty thousand dollars. On August 16, 1792, the prisoners and their interpreter left Fort

Washington for “Post St. Vincent,” probably Post Vincennes on the Wabash.12

The dishonesty of “worthless traders” sometimes led Indians to retaliate against the

settlers.13 Drake and Judge John Cleves Symmes, who settled North Bend in 1789,

agreed on this.14 In one surviving story, traders “villainously cheated” Indians by selling

them watered-down whisky that froze in the casks before they reached their camp. On

other occasions Indians complained to Symmes about being overcharged for gun repairs.15

During his 1792 Ohio River journey by flatboat, Heckewelder landed briefly at North

Bend and visited Judge Symmes, who he said had gained the “love and friendship” of the

Indians. This caring attitude, Heckewelder thought, was “better protection to the place,

than a regiment of soldiers.”16

Another source of conflict centered on the government’s treaties with American 

Indians. James Hall—a Cincinnati lawyer, judge, historian, novelist, and publisher—

recognized as early as 1835 that negotiations with Indians were “full of the strangest con-

tradictions.” The treaty system, the young government’s method of dealing with its

aboriginal people, acknowledged that those living within its territory were independent,

autonomous nations, yet at the same time, treaties forbade them from acting as such. In-

dians, for example, were not allowed to sell their lands to anyone but the United States

government. A hotly contested decades-long debate between humanitarian reformers

and politicians ensued over the abolition of the treaty system, which was finally done

away with in 1876. Hall’s assessment of a major cause for Indian retaliation against white

settlers was absolutely correct.17

No account of Indian-settler interactions would be complete without a story about

a settler captured by Indians and allowed to live in captivity among them. Cincinnati’s

most memorable abduction occurred at Fort Washington during several days of celebra-

tion held in honor of the Fourth of July in 1792. Rounds were fired from the cannon,

and a ball and a fine dinner were held at the fort. Colonel Oliver Spencer, a prominent

pioneer who emigrated to the settlement at Columbia at the mouth of the Little Miami
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in October 1790, had traveled downriver by flatboat with his family for the festivities in

Cincinnati. While in the settlement, Spencer’s only son, a lad of ten, was taken by Indians.

His story, written forty years later and republished many times, recounted tales of horse

thievery, the first scalp to come “to the infant settlement,” his family’s near massacre, and

General Scott’s capture of the Indians imprisoned at the fort. Young Spencer’s account of

traveling with his captors, his aborted escape attempt, life with the Indians, his ultimate

release seven months later, and his lengthy journey home permits a tiny insight into Indian

life at that time. Heckewelder also remarked on this frightening incident in his journal.18

Indians in Popular Literature

Terrifying events such as Spencer’s abduction spawned numerous works of fiction about

the West. The popular new genre known as the dime novel received its name from Beadle’s

Dime Novels, a reference to the paperbacks’ highly affordable price of ten cents. The

“spirited” dime novels, launched by Beadle and Co. in 1860, cornered the market on

frontier stories for years to come. Thousands of Civil War soldiers read dime novels, and

their popularity endured precisely because the stories belonged only to America. Tales

of the frontier featuring exaggerated conflicts between Indians and settlers, gold miners,

and cowboys in an eternally wild country were based on original American themes. Two

novels actually were set in Cincinnati: Joe Phenix’s Double Deal and Deadwood Dick, Jr.
in Cincinnati.19

The most widely known author in this genre was E. Z. C. Judson, writing as “Ned

Buntline,” who created the literary persona of Buffalo Bill, thereby making William F.

Cody a household name. Judson lived in Cincinnati in about 1844, prior to his success

with Buffalo Bill, and together with H. A. Kidd published numbers one and two of the

Southwestern Literary Journal and Monthly Review in the city. Later issues were published

in Nashville.20

In addition to fictional stories originating from authorial flights of fancy, Cincinna-

tians also produced authentic frontier histories. The venerable publishing firm of Robert

Clarke & Co. (1858–1909) gathered material typical of the area in its Ohio Valley Historical
Series. All seven volumes, published between the years 1868 and 1871, contain early histori-

cal accounts of the region.21 Nor did schoolchildren escape the influence of the frontier,

thanks to William Holmes McGuffey, immortalized by the series of Eclectic Readers that

bear his name. McGuffey arrived in Cincinnati in 1835 from Miami University in Oxford,
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Ohio. “The Lone Indian,” in the New Sixth Eclectic Reader, fostered a nostalgic attitude

toward Indians in the story of Powontonamo, the last member of the Mohawk tribe,

whose people had suffered the ravages of white civilization. The 1867 edition of the

New Sixth Eclectic Reader was published in Cincinnati.22

Early Cincinnatians and Indian Mounds

Initially the city’s pioneers did not realize that, long before their arrival, a prehistoric people

had selected exactly the same beautiful and strategically important site on which to build.

Inconspicuous earthen relics—mounds, embankments, and enclosures—of the earlier

civilization stood on the upper plain above the river’s bluff. The once numerous unknown

people (today we know they were the ancestors of American Indians) who built the earth-

works came to be known as the moundbuilders. The mounds themselves generated a

great deal of speculation about the origins of their builders, including the theories that

they were creatures from another race and that they were related to the Romans.23

In a history of Ohio’s aborigines he wrote not long before he was elected president,

William Henry Harrison recalled the day when, as a young officer, he examined the

earthworks. “The number and variety of figures in which these lines [of earthworks] were

drawn, was almost endless” and nearly covered the plain (fig. 2).24

The first official notice about Cincinnati’s tumuli, as the mounds were referred to

at the time, appeared in a letter dated September 8, 1794. Colonel Winthrop Sargent,

secretary and governor pro tem of the Northwest Territory, wrote to Dr. Benjamin Smith

Barton of Philadelphia and included drawings of “some utensils or ornaments” taken

from an “extensive” mound on August 30, 1794. Several skeletons and bones were found

with the artifacts, leading Sargent to think that the mound probably functioned as a burial

site.25 Later, Robert Clarke, publisher of the Ohio Valley Historical Series, suggested that

the mound could have served as a watchtower for approaches from Kentucky.26 This earth-

work stood at the intersection of Third and Main streets, where a busy thoroughfare passed

through the mound’s western side. Drake, in his 1815 publication Natural and Statistical
View, or Picture of Cincinnati and the Miami Country, gave the measurements as “about

eight feet high, one hundred and twenty feet long, and sixty broad.” At one time, he

wrote, the mound attracted a great deal of attention, but due to the grading of Main

Street, had been “almost obliterated.” Drake lamented the fact that the mounds had
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been “hastily and superficially” “examined by strangers” and that the city’s citizens had

“generally neglected” them.27

Cincinnati’s largest mound stood at the intersection of Fifth and Mound streets.

Drake described it as being about twenty-seven feet tall and said that General Wayne,

in 1794, had cut about eight feet off the top for the purpose of erecting a sentinel post.

In 1841, when the mound was again cut away for the grading of another street, the

Cincinnati Tablet was found (fig. 3).28 The tablet, consisting of a fine compact sandstone

measuring five inches long and three inches wide at each end, excited scholars and the

public alike. In later years, scientists began to debate its authenticity. Some archaeologists

claimed the tablet was an outright fake produced by an “artful and sinister-looking man”
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Figure 2. Map of prehistoric earthworks superimposed on a map of Cincinnati streets ca. 1960. President
William Henry Harrison, a young officer when he surveyed the mounds, said that the variety of earth-
works was “almost endless” and that they nearly covered the plain. Cincinnati Museum Center—Cincinnati

Historical Society Library.

EllisPG1:Layout 1  6/2/07  10:38 AM  Page 9



in a “marble shop.” Others thought it might have been deposited in the mound by a la-

borer. This furor prompted Robert Clarke to write The Pre-Historic Remains Which Were
Found on the Site of the City of Cincinnati, Ohio with a “Vindication of the Cincinnati
Tablet.” Clarke traced the history of the carved tablet from the moment of its excava-

tion. He reviewed all pertinent publications and interviewed knowledgeable parties, even 

J. L. Wayne, a boy when he took the stone from the mound.29 Ultimately, the Cincin-

nati Tablet proved authentic; today it is in the Cincinnati Museum Center collections.

Drake scolded the public for its lack of interest in America’s antiquities: “In the

United States, there is indeed no redundance of time or money; but even in this young

and parsimonious state, it is not uncommon to see appropriations of both, to objects

of greater expense and lesser interest, than a survey of these curious relics.”30 Cincinnati’s

citizens were no different from most other Americans. In their haste to build a city, they

leveled the ancient earthworks before they were properly surveyed and excavated. Yet

there were several local poets who acknowledged the importance of Cincinnati’s mounds.

In 1823 Moses Guest published his poem “On viewing the Mound in the western part

of Cincinnati,” dedicating his work to the once spectacular earthwork at Fifth and

Mound streets. Other poets, too, penned works entitled “Ancient Works upon the City’s

Site” and “To the Old Mound.”31
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Figure 3. The Cincinnati Tablet was found in 1841 in a mound located at Fifth and Mound streets in
Cincinnati. Cincinnati Museum Center—Cincinnati Historical Society Library.
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