
Canals, Roads, and Turnpikes in Warren County Activity  
 

 Roads and turnpikes have become a part of everyday life when commuting from 
place to place.  Prior to roads and turnpikes, canals were the preferred method of 
transportation in Ohio.  This activity challenges students to understand the various 
methods of transportation in Ohio’s history, their development and necessity, and the 
process of proposing and building turnpikes at the county level using official documents.  
After this activity, students should be able to better understand the history of Ohio’s 
infrastructure and think about how it affected their community and expansion of the 
United States.  
 
Materials: 
 

 “Successive Improvements,” from The Western Star by Josiah Morrow, June 29, 
1911 

 “Era of Mud Roads,” from The Western Star by Josiah Morrow, July 23, 1908 
 “Era of Turnpikes,” from The Western Star by Josiah Morrow, July 3, 1908 
 Comargo and Hickory Corner Free Turnpike Record from the Free Turnpike and 

Road Improvement Record, No.1, page 1-9 
 Commissioners Journal, Vol. 20, Comargo and Hickory Corner Free Turnpike 

notes, page 94, 141, 156, 168-170, 190, 286-289, 330, and 520-521 
 Post-1903 map of Hamilton Township, located in the map case, drawer 7, folder 

7, & digitized 
 Word search 

 
Potential Projects: 
 

These activities can be used in class and/or as project resources.  Potential projects 
using these activity resources include, but are not limited to: 
 

 Roads & Infrastructure in Warren County  
 The Importance of Canal Travel in Ohio during the 18th century  
 The Process & Recording of Road Establishment in the early 20th century 
 Citizen Participation in Government (and when they don’t get what they want) 
 Using Taxes to Fund Public Works Projects  
 The Commissioner’s Role in Government (in this case, road authorization & 

establishment) 
 
Resources: 
 

You can find more information on the Canals, Roads, and Turnpikes at Warren 
County’s Genealogical Society through these sources: 
 
The History of Warren County Ohio, published by W. H. Beers & Co. of Chicago in 1882    
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~ohwarren/Beers/beersmain.htm.  
 

http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/%7Eohwarren/Beers/beersmain.htm


The Western Star articles by Josiah Morrow 1907-1928 
 

You can also find out more by visiting the Warren County Records Center & 
Archives.  Here, you can speak to trained archivists and research what they have put 
together on this topic. 
 

 
Ohio’s New Learning Standards (2010)—Social Studies 

 
Grade Strand Topic  Content Statement 
4 Geography Human Systems Ohio’s location and its transportation systems 

continue to influence the movement of people, 
products and ideas in the United States. 

4 Government Civic 
Participation & 
Skills 

Civic participation requires individuals to make 
informed and reasoned decisions by accessing and 
using information effectively. 

4 Economics Economic 
Decision Making 
& Skills 

Tables and charts help people to understand 
information and issues. Tables organize 
information in columns and rows. Charts organize 
information in a variety of visual formats (pictures, 
diagrams, graphs). 

8 History Historical 
Thinking & 
Skills 

Primary and secondary sources are used to 
examine events from multiple perspectives and to 
present and defend a position. 

8 Geography Human Systems The movement of people, products and ideas 
resulted in new patterns of settlement and land use 
that influenced the political and economic 
development of the United States. 

AM 
HIST 

--- Historical 
Thinking & 
Skills 

Historians analyze cause, effect, sequence and 
correlation in historical events, including multiple 
causation and long- and short-term causal relations. 

AM 
HIST 

--- Industrialization 
& Progressivism 
(1877-1920) 

The rise of corporations, heavy industry, 
mechanized farming and technological innovations 
transformed the American economy from an 
agrarian to an increasingly urban industrial society. 

AM 
GOV 

--- Civic 
Participation & 
Skills 

Issues can be analyzed through the critical use of 
information from public records, surveys, research 
data and policy positions of advocacy groups. 

 
 The learning standards listed above were used to help create and justify this 
activity.  It can be used as a primary source example and incorporated into a lesson or as 
a research project resource. Though this activity meets several standards, it may not be 
appropriate for all students.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Canals, Roads, and Turnpikes in Warren County Activity Answer Key 
 
Directions:  Read over the primary sources attached to this activity. Answer the 
questions below, referring back to the sources as needed. 
 
Note:  Questions and answers may vary depending on grade level, available materials, 
and time allotted.  Some answers below are just one of several potential responses.   
 
Successive Improvements by Josiah Morrow 
 

1. What types of boats did the first Southwestern Ohio immigrants use to travel the 
Ohio River?  How long did it take travelers to get to New Orleans?  For the first 
decade, only pirogues, flat-boats, and keel-boats were used by settlers traveling 
the Ohio.  It would take six months to get to and from New Orleans using river 
travel. 

 
2. What new boat was introduced in 1807?  How did this change water travel?  The 

barge, a larger boat, was introduced in 1807.  Barges were moved by sails when 
windy or at other times by oars or poles.  It was cheaper, quicker, and more 
efficient in carrying large loads.   

 
3. While river travel grew, what form of travel used most today was lacking? What 

was one downside of using turnpikes for travel? Overland lines of transit, i.e. 
roads.  Turnpikes usually involved a toll tax that poorer citizens could not 
justify, so they used less expensive forms of transportation.   

 
4. What form of transportation “awakened the greatest enthusiasm?”  What other 

forms of transportation did this form have to compete with?  Canals were the first 
and awakened enthusiasm in Ohio travelers, construction beginning in 1825.  
Turnpikes diminished the importance of canals with low toll taxes.  There was 
opposition to railroads as they might compete with canals. 

 
Era of Mud Roads by Josiah Morrow 
 

1. What were the first public highways like in Ohio? Were State Roads really that 
different? They were tracks through forests with swamps and cleared of trees.  
Weather affected these highways significantly, making them impassible after a 
frost or rain.  Wagoning became very important, traveling in teams to help 
others get their wagons out of the muddy highways.  State Roads were laid out, 
constructed, and kept in repair by funds from the legislature and handled by 
assigned commissioners.  Though these roads were called State Roads, they 
were similar to highways in that they were mud roads with few bridges on steep 
hills. 

 
2. How did turnpikes affect mail delivery? Give an example from the article of how 

canals and turnpikes improved life.  Before turnpikes, it took two days for a mail 



coach to go from Cincinnati to Dayton.  Turnpikes helped reduce this travel 
time to only an afternoon.  An example of canals and turnpikes making life 
easier can be found in column 2, page 164.  They made it easier for farmers to 
transport goods for sale as well as their own personal belongings.  Other 
examples include increased prices on goods (good for the seller), increased real 
estate value, etc. 

 
Era of Turnpikes by Josiah Morrow 
 

1. When was the first decade of turnpike construction on an extended scale in Ohio?  
1835-1845 

 
2. What is one reason why turnpikes produced competition with canals?   Goods can 

now be transported to Cincinnati at a higher frequency (more quickly) than on 
a canal (though turnpikes were more expensive to construct and maintain); 
turnpikes could be made where canals were not practical; turnpikes did not 
freeze over in the winter like canals; repairs could be made with far less 
obstruction; etc.  

 
3. What did a turnpike mean in early Ohio legislation? How are they different 

today? A toll road with easy ascents and covered with broken stone or gravel.  
Today, there are no tolls along turnpikes and most are paved (no longer gravel 
roads), automobiles now travel on turnpikes, not wagons, etc.  

 
4. What was Macadam’s discovery?  When was this method first used in Ohio?  

This discovery was that stone broken into angular fragments of small size will 
under the pressure of wheels combine and form a coating for roads 
impenetrable to water.  This method was first used in Ohio on the extension of 
the National Road westward from Wheeling toward Columbus in 1825. 

 
Comargo and Hickory Corner Free Turnpike from the Free Turnpike and Road 
Improvement Record, No. 1 
 

1. Who wants this turnpike built?  What township are they proposing it be built in?  
Where in that township will the turnpike road be built (be specific and use road 
names)?  Who needs to be appointed to oversee and complete this project? How 
much of a tax do the residents (i.e. tax payers) recommend and for how long?  
How are the tax payers affected by this proposal?  Residents of Warren County 
proposed this turnpike be built in Hamilton Township.  The turnpike was built 
where Cozaddale and Wolf Run turnpike intersects the Comargo and 
Dallasburg road to where Comargo and Dallasburg road intersects with 
Murdach and Cozaddale road.  County Commissioners need to be appointed for 
this project.  The residents recommend for 7 mills (7/1000 of one US dollar) on 
the dollar be charged to taxpayers affected by the turnpike for 5 years.  The 
taxpayers are required to fund this project, whether they like it or not since it is 
justified by the County government. 



 
2. Who are the Commissioners involved?  What did they have to do before starting 

construction?  What do they propose on spending to the County Auditor?  The 
three Commissioners appointed were Albert Mount, Chas Dobbins, and James 
H. Ertal.  Before starting construction, the Commissioners looked at the land, 
made a report and decided what lands surrounding the construction would be 
liable to pay taxes.  They sent this information to the County Auditor and 
propose spending 10 mills on the dollar, increasing the tax for this project. 

 
3. Why do the residents ask for the removal of two Commissioners?  Examine and 

break down the six points developed by the residents who proposed this project.  
How did the board handle their complaint?  The residents ask for the removal of 
two Commissioners because they believe: 

 
a. The Commissioners are overtaxing them and are not using funds 

responsibly 
b. The Commissioners overestimated the cost of the turnpike.  Excluding 

bridge costs, the Commissioners say they need $2200 while the residents 
say $1800. 

c. The Commissioners are contemplating bringing in materials, like stone, 
from somewhere else and transporting by railroad.  The residents think 
they have enough resources and labor aids in the area. 

d. The Commissioners are not willing to pay tax payers to help and be 
laborers on the project, though they want to offer their assistance. 

e. The Commissioners want to build the road themselves. 
f. They did not have the chance to pick who would be their road 

Commissioners (they proposed the project, so they should pick their 
leaders in completing it). 

 
The board overruled their request, rejecting their proposed changes. 

 
4. What do the Commissioners propose to the County Auditor after the land was 

surveyed and estimates were made?  How will this affect the turnpike project?  
How does this compare to some of the complaints made by the residents?  The 
Commissioners ordered the County Auditor to extend the tax levy for 10 years 
to complete the project.  This will increase the length of residential taxes.  The 
fact that they are requesting more money and time than originally proposed 
feeds into the idea that they are wasting valuable taxpayer money.  This also 
could have been necessary as the project progressed and they noticed more 
work needed to be done than previously thought. 

 
5. What is the total cost of the turnpike?  The bridges?  The total credits?  Use the 

charts and lists provided to analyze this data.  How does this compare to the 
engineer’s prediction?  The total cost of the turnpike was $2155 with the bridges 
being $334.49 and credits $1800.  Stated in the Road Commissioners statement 
on page 9, the project cost $380 less than predicted by the County Engineer. 



 
Commissioners Journal, Volume 20, selected pages pertaining to the Comargo and 
Hickory Corner Free Turnpike 
 

1. Look at the page numbers in the top right corner of the journal pages.  How do 
these numbers vary?  How do the journal notes compare to the side notes made on 
the records used above?  When would the records above be more useful?  
Documentation of this project starts on page 94 and is mentioned several more 
times through page 521.  These page numbers align with the side notes made on 
the records from the FT&RIR.  The records in the Commissioners Journal 
would be difficult to find without the FT&RIR, making it easier to read these 
records from start to finish without searching through unrelated information to 
find what you need.   

 
2. Look at the dates on each page form the Commissioners journal.  How long did 

the Commissioners track this project?  The Commissioners start documenting 
this project on January 27, 1902 and finish on September 7, 1903. 

 
Did you prefer using the records from the Free Turnpike from the Free Turnpike 
and Road Improvement Record Ledger, No. 1 or the Commissioners Journal to 
understand this project?  What are some pros and cons of each recording method?  
Opinion/student specific 
 
Use the map of Hamilton Township and the descriptions in the records above to try 
and find the area the turnpike was built.  Can you find any of the petitioner’s land 
plots?   Hint:  Look in the SE portion of the township.  The turnpike itself is not 
visible on this map.  It is in between the towns of Comargo, Cozaddale, Dallasburg, and 
Murdock.  Hickory Corner and three land owners/petition signers, Franz, Mounts, and 
Sears, are also labeled on the map.   
 
Word Search 
 
 Complete the attached word search using sources from this activity.  Refer back to 
sources as needed or use internet search tools to research these terms and relate each 
word to canals, roads, and turnpikes.  Further directions are printed on the word search 
worksheet.   


