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Canal Days Come to Life at SAHC Membership Meeting 

T 
he Stryker Area Heri-
tage Council will revisit 
Ohioõs first major pub-

lic works and transportation 
project when Andy Hite of the 
Ohio Historical Society brings 
the story of the Miami & Erie 
Canal to life at the SAHCõs 
Sixth Annual General Member-
ship Meeting in Evansport on 
November 11. 

From the 1820s to the 1850s, 
long before modern highways 
crisscrossed the Buckeye State, 

Ohioõs canal sys-
tem provided 
more rapid trans-
portation of goods 
and agricultural 
products to and 
from eastern mar-
kets than overland 
routes. 
     The Wabash & 
Erie Canal con-
nected the Wa-
bash River in Indi-
ana with Lake 
Erie, while the Mi-
ami & Erie Canal 
connected the 
Ohio River and 
Lake Erie. The 
two canals inter-
sected at Junction 
southwest of Defi-
ance in Paulding 

County.  
The canalsõ influence ex-

tended into Defiance and Wil-
liams counties. Fueled by 
speculation that the Tiffin 
River might become a canal 
feeder, a number of towns 
were platted along this water-
way between 1835 and 1850. 
Evansport and Lockport, as 
well as the ghost towns Wil-
liamsport and Southport, were 
surveyed during this period, 
with the òportó suffix in their 

names reflecting the hopes of 
Bean Creek becoming a trans-
portation thoroughfare.  

Beginning in the 1850s, con-
struction of railroads provided 
a more rapid and convenient 
transportation alternative, 
leading to the canalsõ demise. 

Andy Hite will elaborate on 
why Ohio undertook the Mi-
ami & Erie Canal project, the 
canalõs impact on the young 
state, and how the canal sys-
tem operated. 
Hite holds a Bachelorõs de-

gree in Education from The 
Ohio State University and has 
earned graduate credit in Edu-
cation Administration from the 
University of Dayton.  

Before joining the Ohio His-
torical   Society,    Hite    taught 
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Andy Hite of the Ohio Historical Society will share the 

story of the Miami & Erie Canal at the SAHCôs Sixth 

Annual General Membership Meeting on November 11 

in Evansport. (Andy Hite photo) 
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By Kevin M. Maynard  
 

F 
ormer area resident Wil-
liam Blair was a hero 
who helped Commodore 

Oliver Hazard Perry defeat the 
British during the pivotal War 
of 1812 Battle of Lake Erie, re-
ceiving a medal from the Com-
monwealth of Pennsylvania for 
his bravery and patriotism dur-
ing the conflict.  

Sadly, Blair died destituteñ
denied a trifling military pen-
sion during his final yearsñ
and his remains lie all but for-
gotten in an unmarked grave.  

William Blair was born June 
5, 1781, in Chester County, Pa. 
William was 31 years old when 
President James Madison 
signed the declaration of war 
that thrust the United States 

into its second great conflict 
with England.  

In the summer of 1812 
American forces, hungry for a 
conquest of Canada, launched 
a three-pronged attack that 
ended disastrously. 

In the western leg of this ill -
fated campaign, Gen. William 
Hull, governor of the Michigan 
Territory, led 2,000 men to en-
gage enemy forces near De-
troit.  

When Canadian militiamen 
failed to desert and Indian 
forces under Tecumseh threat-
ened his communications, Hull 
retreated to Detroit and surren-
dered on August 16 without 
firing a shot.  

To recapture Detroit and 
push British forces back, the 
Americans needed control of 

Lake Erieñthe main supply 
artery for Englandõs western 
army and its Indian allies.  

In February 1813, 27-year-
old Oliver Hazard Perry was 
selected to build and command 
a fleet to wrest control of Lake 
Erie from the British. At Erie, 
Pa., located on the lake shore in 
the northwest corner of the 
state, Perry and his men hastily 
constructed and equipped 
fighting vessels. 

On April 10, 1813, William 
Blair enlisted in Major William 
G. Greeneõs battalion at Belle-
fonte, in central Pennsylvania, 
and was dispatched to Erie. 
There, on July 14, 1813, Blair 
later recalled, he òvolunteered 
to go on board Perryõs fleet to 
fight.ó 

With a force of nine ships 
and 532 men, including Wil-
liam Blair, Perry sailed to Put -
in-Bay and set up a blockade of 
a British naval squadron under 
the command of Lieut. Robert 
Barclay. 

On the morning of Septem-
ber 10, 1813, Barclayõs forces 
raised anchor and sailed to face 
Perry. The Battle of Lake Erie 
commenced about 11:45 a.m., 
and after two hours of intense 
British fire, 61 of the 103 men 
on Perryõs flagship, the Law-
rence, were wounded and 22 
lay dead. 

With his flagship and its 
crew decimated, Perry secured 
a rowboat and transferred to 
the Niagara. As the Niagara ap-
proached, rigging of the British  

When his flagship, the Lawrence, and its crew were decimated during the War of 

1812 Battle of Lake Erie, Oliver Hazard Perry rowed to the Niagara and continued 

the fight. (Kevin Maynard collection) 

War of  1812 Hero Lies Forgotten in Unmarked Grave 
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ships Detroit and Queen Char-
lotte became entangled, and the 
Niagaraõs guns quickly 
pounded them into submis-
sion.  

Two more British vessels 
quickly surrendered; others 
tried to escape, but were 
quickly stopped by American 
schooners. Within 15 minutes 
of reaching the Niagara, Com-
modore Perry achieved a re-
sounding victory.  

In his report to Gen. Wil-
liam Henry Harrison following 
the battle, Perry penned the 
legendary line, òWe have met 
the enemy and they are ours.ó 

Oliver Hazard Perry be-
came a national hero and his 
decisive victory over the British 
buoyed the spirits of a country 
desperate for some good news. 

With Lake Erie under 
United States control, the Brit-
ish abandoned Detroit. General 
Harrison overtook their forces, 
defeating them in the Battle of 
the Thames on October 5. 

Tecumseh was also killed 
during this battle, effectively 
dissolving the Indian confed-
eration he had forged in an at-
tempt to drive settlers òback 
whence they came, upon a trail 
of blood.ó 

Blair remained in service 
on the Niagara until he was 
honorably discharged at Erie, 
Pa., on November 18, 1813. 
This brief but eventful period 
appears to be the extent of his 
military service.  

On November 19, 1819, 
Pennsylvania Governor Wil-
liam Findley presented Wil-

liam Blair a silver medal bear-
ing appropriate inscriptions 
and òthe impress of Perry.ó 
The governorõs presentation 
letter stated: òIn compliance 
with the directions of the Leg-
islature of this Commonwealth, 
I have the pleasure of convey-
ing to you the thanks of the 
government for the noble and 
gallant manner in which you 
volunteered on board the 
American squadron on Lake 
Erie under the command of the 
illustrious Perry; and also of 
presenting to you the silver 
medal of fine workmanship in 
compliment of your patriotism 
and bravery in the celebrated 
victory over a superior British 
force on the 10th of September 
1813. 
òAnd I take this occasion to 

add my testimony of my sin-
cere accordance with the patri-

otic and grateful sentiments of 
the Legislature towards you as 
one of the citizens of Pennsyl-
vania who distinguished them-
selves in that memorable con-
flict.ó 
Many details of Blairõs life 

remain unknown. At the time 
he received his medal from the 
Commonwealth of Pennsyl-
vania, he was living in Centre 
County, Pa. 

By 1830, Blair had married 
Mary Barr and was living in 
Troy Township, Richland 
County, Ohio, likely near the 
village of Lexington, southwest 
of Mansfield.  

Available information indi-
cates William and Mary had at 
least seven children: Jane L. 
(born in 1817), David L. (1820), 
Mary A. (circa 1822), Samuel  
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William Blairôs remains lie forgotten in an unmarked grave next to his wife Mary, 

and children David and Jane, in Troy Cemetery west of Lexington, Ohio. (Kevin 

Maynard collection) 


