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The Western Reserve is one of the nation’s most distinct and importe}nt regions. In this, its
bicentennial year, it is appropriate that we review how this part of Ohio has been perceived by
those who have lived in it, traveled through it and written about it.

When Connecticut surrendered its western land claims to Congress in 1786, it retained the area.
between the 41st parallel and Lake Erie, extending 120 miles west from the Pennsylvania border.
Connecticut retained jurisdiction over this tract until 1800 when it turned over all authority to
the government of the Northwest Territory. The land itself, however, had been sold to a group
of private investors known collectively as the Connecticut Land Company, and through their
initiative, the Reserve was ultimately surveyed and sold to settlers. Since the great majority of
the early settlers were New Englanders, they put their own familiar stamp upon the land and
created a New Connecticut.

This new western land was slow to develop. The first settlers came with the initial surveying
party in 1796, and they found a land unchanged from that described forty years earlier by the
Indian captive, James Smith, who reported on the abundance of game which his Indian captors
found along the Cuyahoga and the upper reaches of the Mahoning.! Although these Indians did
not maintain villages in the Reserve, they hunted in it throughout the year. Also describing this
land at an early time was John Heckewelder, the Moravian missionary who led his small flock of
Christian Indians to Pilgerruh (Pilgrim’s rest), a temporary settlement established in 1789 along
the Cuyahoga near Tinker’s Creek. He found the valley and surrounding uplands rich in timber
and game. "Lofty oaks, Poplar, or Tulip Tree, Elm, Hickory, Sugar Maple" were intermixed with
"Black Walnut, Cherry, Mulberry, Grape Vines .." and others.? Elk, deer, turkey, and raccoons
abounded. He records that in 1785 "a Trader purchased 23 Horseload of Peltry, from the Indians
then hunting on this River."

Heckewelder describes the "beautiful small lakes in the Country, with water as clear as Chrystall
& alive with Fish. In these lakes, as well as in Cuyahoga River, Water Fowl resort in abundance
in Spring and Fall." At the falls of the Cuyahoga, "Fish crowd together in vast number, & may
be taken here the whole year round." The land quality varied in the region, but much of what
he saw "has been pretty generally good," and away from the river he saw "vast bodies of very
rich upland."

Of course, all was not perfect in this Eden. Bears, wolves and pumas (called panthers or
"painters" by locals), threatened livestock and, occasionally, people. The area’s many rocky ledges
sheltered large concentrations of big timber rattlesnakes which settlers described as "yaller"
rattlers because of their color at one stage of their annual skin shedding.

Other descriptions of conditions at the time of first settlement are found in traveler’s accounts
and in county and township histories. The quality of these accounts varies tremendously, some
being factual and resting on documentation, and others resting on frontier tales and hearsay.
Reading some uncritical pieces, one might well believe that the Reserve was settled by saints
who couldn’t wait to erect churches and schools. While that may have characterized some early
settlers, a David Hudson or Eliphalet Austin, for example, it overlooks the reality that many of
the earliest settlers lived in isolation, and in the hard task of eking out an existence reverted to
more primitive conduct than that they had learned back in the old Nutmeg State.






