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1

Ohio Before Ohio

State Geology and Topography

The history of Perry County, which sits in predominantly

rural south central Ohio, is in many ways representative of

the history of the state as a whole. The northern half

underwent several phases of glaciation while the southern

half lies in the more rugged unglaciated Allegheny Plateau.

Lying just to the south of the famous prehistoric Newark

Earthworks and Flint Ridge quarries, the county has

numerous Woodland-period mounds as well as much older

outcrops of the Flint Ridge and Upper Mercer flints that

Ohio’s earliest inhabitants prized highly. The county boasts

several locations on the National Register of Historic Places,

including Somerset’s Saint Joseph’s Church (the state’s first

Catholic Church) and Somerset’s Old Courthouse (the oldest

continuously used public building in the Northwest

Territory). Although agriculture has always been important

to the county other commercial pursuits have traditionally

driven its economy. The National Ceramic Museum and

Heritage center in Roseville celebrates only one of the many

industries that once flourished in the area. Salt-making,

centered in McCuneville, was the county’s first industry,

followed soon thereafter by lime production in Maxville. By

the middle of the nineteenth century mining started in

earnest, and for a while Perry was the largest coal-producing

county in the state, with major operations in the “black

diamond” region of Shawnee, Congo, and New Straitsville.



This combined with locally produced lime and the iron ore,

found primarily in the southern part of the county, gave rise

to a significant smelting industry with as many as seven

blast furnaces operating within the county by the late

1800s. Commercial production of gas and oil in Corning and

Junction City had augmented this economic boom by the

early 1890s with the county reaching its peak population in

the 1920s. As with the rest of the Appalachian region, Perry

County faced increasingly difficult times starting with the

Great Depression and has never fully recovered from the

decline of its mining and iron industries. By the late

twentieth century the county  experienced increasingly low

median incomes and high unemployment. Nevertheless, the

county is still home to some of its historic industries,

including the ceramic manufacturers Petro Ware in

Crooksville and CertainTeed Corporation/Ludowic Roof Tile in

New Lexington (the world’s largest roofing tile firm).

However well Perry County may represent the highs and

lows of Ohio’s social and economic development it is an

even better exemplar of the significance of Ohio’s geology

to its development. The flint obtained from Flint Ridge,

which was such a valuable resource for early Native

American groups, was a product of a unique set of silicon

dioxide deposits made during the Pennsylvanian period. The

saltwater that created Perry County’s early salt mining

industry was a remnant of Silurian period seas that covered

the area, and one can trace its lime industry to the shells of

the  creatures that lived in those seas. The clays that formed

the basis of the county’s enduring ceramic industry—as well

as the bricks that make up Saint Joseph’s Church and

Somerset’s Old Courthouse—were drawn from deposits

made by Mississippian and Pennsylvanian seas and by

glaciers that came hundreds of millions of years later. The

iron ore processed by Perry County blast furnaces, as well as

the coal that made them run, came from the Pennsylvanian



period, while the limestone used as flux to remove

impurities from the iron came primarily from the Devonian

and Mississippian periods. Life forms from these periods

probably formed the gas and oil that Ohioans began to use

in the late nineteenth century. The 21 percent of Perry

County’s land that is used for agriculture has a complex

geological signature with the rich soil having developed

from both the erosion of ancient rock strata and relatively

more recent glacial deposits. Although most residents there

probably give it little thought, Perry County’s history has

been at least half a billion years in the  making.

This case study of just one of Ohio’s eighty-eight counties

shows how important an understanding of Ohio geology is

to understanding its history. To comprehend what happened

to Ohioans through the ages, it is first necessary to

appreciate what went on beneath their feet. Their stories

and lives, explored in this book, are inextricably entwined

with the nature of the land.

Geology
The substructure of Ohio can be thought of as a kind of

multilayered cake that has been pushed up from the bottom

and shaved off the top, leaving slanting edges of layers

exposed on the surface. This differential exposure has given

different regions of Ohio different surface rock types and

resources. Each of these exposed strata, plus others that

remain buried far beneath the surface, are the product of

millions of years of geological processes. Figure 1.1, a

geologic map of Ohio, shows the formations beneath

Ohioan’s feet.

Figure 1.1 Geologic map and cross-section of Ohio.

Source: Ohio Department of Natural Resources, Division of Geological Survey





Precambrian era

The oldest, “basement,” layer of Ohio’s substructure is a

several-mile-thick and multilayered sheet of igneous and

metamorphic rocks laid down between 1.5 billion and 800

million years ago. The most notable feature of this layer is

the eastern edge of the “Granite-Rhyolite Province,” an

uprising or “superswell” in the earth’s mantle under what is

now Ohio and states farther west. This extending and

splitting of the crust created a deep feature called the East

Continent Rift Basin. At about the time that the superswell

activity ceased, the continent that would become North

America—of which Eastern Ohio lay on the edge—collided

with another protocontinent to the east. The impact caused

significant compression of the crust, the formation of faults,

and a prehistoric range (known as the Grenville Mountains)

that was gradually worn down over the following hundreds

of millions of years.

Ohio’s Precambrian layer is not visible anywhere in the

state, lying anywhere between 2,500 and 13,000 feet below

the surface. Although it cannot be seen sometimes it can be

felt. The relatively minor earthquakes that sometimes occur

in Ohio arise from the rifts and faults of its basement layer.

Paleozoic era

At the end of the Precambrian era (about 570 million years

ago) the continent that became North America began to

separate from the one it had collided with 300 million years

earlier. Sitting on the edge of the continent Ohio was

engulfed by the body of water geologists call the Iapetus

Ocean. For most of the next 300 million years much or all of

Ohio lay under water. This era is known as the Paleozoic and

it marked by the proliferation of multicellular marine life

forms worldwide. This era is the most significant to Ohio

geology, not only because of the various resources these life



forms left behind, but also because nearly all of the strata

that comprise Ohio’s current surface were laid down during

this time.

Cambrian and Ordovician periods

When the Iapetus Ocean flooded what is now Ohio it

brought new geologic processes to bear on the landscape. It

deposited layer after layer of silt, sand, mud, as well as

shells and skeletons of countless sea creatures over the

course of what is known as the Cambrian period. During the

early Cambrian period most of Ohio was under a relatively

shallow, tropical ocean shelf that left a thick layer (as much

as 400 feet in some places) of sandstone. An above-water

feature that geologists call the Kerbel Delta formed in north

and central Ohio during the middle Cambrian period. At the

same time ocean waters began to rise. By the late Cambrian

and into the Ordovician period (505–440 million years ago),

the entire state was again covered by a warm, shallow sea.

Although low muddy islands emerged periodically in the

western part of the state the sea eventually reclaimed all of

the state by the later Ordovician. At this time, a growing

abundance of more complex life forms appeared and

flourished. Sponges, jellyfish, bryozoans (and their coral

cousins), brachiopods (clamlike creatures), trilobites (one

type of which, Isoletus, is Ohio’s official state fossil),

cephalopods  (ancestors of octopi and nautiluses),‐  

echinoderms (related to sea stars), snails, and even

primitive fish left their traces in the geologic record—not

only as fossils, but also as the ever- deepening layers of

calcium carbonate from their shells and skeletons. These

became the earliest layers of Ohio limestone that were

hundreds of feet thick in some places. It is upper Ordovician

strata that formed a large island known as the Cincinnati

Arch in southwest Ohio. Sitting at the top of the Precambrian


