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THE GEOLOGICAL FORMATION OF THE 
OHIO VALLEY (2 MILLION TO 9000 BC)
Enormous glaciers helped reshape the Ohio Val-
ley many thousands of years ago. The edge of the 
flat, glaciated region is prominent along a line 
just west of Serpent Mound, Chillicothe, and 
Newark. After the last glacier retreated north-
ward, the new tributaries of the Ohio River, such 
as the Scioto or the Great Miami, often followed 
wide valleys created by the earlier, larger rivers. 
These valleys have rich soil, laid over the sand 
and gravel till left behind by the glaciers, and 
wide terraces at different levels that later became 
prime locations for earthworks. 

PALEOINDIANS IN THE GREAT VALLEY 
(13000 TO 8000 BC)  While glaciers still 
covered much of North America, people first 
arrived from Asia by the ancient land bridge 
to Alaska or by boat. Over many generations 
they spread across the continent. People we call 
“Paleoindians” were in the Ohio Valley as early 
as 13,000 years ago, living in wandering bands, 
gathering plants, and hunting. Their distinc-
tive spear points have been found in the bones 
of long extinct ice age animals like the wooly 
mammoth. They were skilled stone workers, 
and discovered the beautiful rainbow-colored 
stone from Ohio’s Flint Ridge, used by their 
descendants for centuries and still prized by 
flintknappers today.

ARCHAIC INDIANS (8000 TO 1500 BC)    
When the glaciers melted, the tundra and pine 
forests of eastern North America were replaced 
by the “eastern woodland” ecology we know 
today: hardwood forests threaded by many 
rivers and streams. The large ice age animals 
became extinct or moved northward, replaced 
gradually by deer and other woodland animals. 
This new environment also presented a wealth 

of nuts, fruits, plants and edible roots. The 
“Archaic” people began to plant seeds and tend 
gardens, making eastern North America one of 
only a handful of places on earth where agricul-
ture began without outside influence. 

THE ADENA CULTURE (1500 BC TO AD 
100)  The first burial mounds in the Ohio Val-
ley mark new beliefs and customs. People still 
moved periodically, but they began to make 
pottery and erect thousands of great earthen 
burial structures around the Ohio and its trib-
utaries, showing a strong sense of community. 
Archaeologists named this culture “Adena” 
after Thomas Worthington’s Chillicothe estate, 
where a mound excavation in 1906 revealed its 
typical practices. The Adena produced beautiful 
artifacts, and developed elaborations on mound 
architecture, including circular ditches, pave-
ments, and walls. The later Hopewell culture 
overlaps with the Adena, both in years and in 
territory. The Hopewell built enclosures near or 
even around Adena earthworks. The Adena and 
the Hopewell may have been the same people 
whose practices changed, or neighbors with dif-
ferent views but mutual respect.

THE HOPEWELL CULTURE (100 BC TO 
AD 400)   Great new inspirations marked the 
coming of Ancient Ohio’s “Golden Age.” People 
began to assemble over many generations, creat-
ing complex earthworks, enormous in scale, pre-
cise in geometry, and often aligned with celestial 
events. And beneath carefully mounded layers 
of earth they left elaborate burials and beauti-
fully crafted objects, evidence of their artistic 
skill and the great reach of their trade networks. 
This culture is called “Hopewell” because its 
richest ceremonial site was part of Mordecai 
Hopewell’s farm, just west of Chillicothe, at the 
end of the 19th century. From its southern Ohio 
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heartland, Hopewell practices and interactions 
spread across much of North America.By about 
AD 400, forests were reclaiming the geometric 
earthworks, and the communities’ focus shifted 
from these vast ceremonial centers to growing 
villages, and new ways of life. 

THE FORT ANCIENT CULTURE (1000 TO 
1650)  By the year one thousand, the large-
scale cultivation of corn was transforming life 
in ever-larger villages. These ideas were shared 
with groups along the Mississippi River (notably 
at Cahokia and other large cities). These practic-
es in the central Ohio Valley have been named 
“Fort Ancient Culture” because one of their vil-
lages was built near the much older (Hopewell 
era) walls of Fort Ancient. Unlike some of their 
contemporaries to the south, the Fort Ancient 
Indians did not build large pyramid mounds, or 
live in large cities; but they did create small flat-
topped mounds and effigy mounds, including 
the continent’s most famous, the Great Serpent.

THE GREAT DYING (1492 TO 1650) The 
most tragic event in the history of American 
Indians, and of all North America, is the Great 
Dying. Probably more than 80% of all native 
peoples died from European diseases within the 
span of a few decades. New infectious diseases 
swept across the continent much faster than 
the new people did; so when Europeans final-
ly arrived in the Great Valley of the Ohio, the 
damage had already been done. With the death 
of elders in particular, memories and knowledge 
were often lost. These huge plagues also under-
mined ancient beliefs: people watched desper-
ately as the old cures failed against the new dis-
eases. All this sudden death may help explain 
why so little is known today of the ways and 
beliefs of the ancient earthwork builders.

TRIBES IN THE OHIO VALLEY (1700 TO 
1843)  By 1650, the ancient earth-building 
traditions had faded. The Iroquois were mov-
ing through the Ohio country, scattering other 
tribes and trying to control the fur trade. Soon 
afterward, other tribes came in from the north 
and east. The first French and British traders 
encountered Miami, Wyandot, Ottawa, Shaw-
nee and Delaware (Lenape) people, among oth-
ers. None of these groups had proven, direct 
connections with the earthwork builders. But it 
is clear that all Eastern Woodland Indians share 
a common heritage, and that the earlier Adena, 
Hopewell, and Fort Ancient people are among 

its ancestral sources. 

EUROPEANS ENCOUNTER THE EARTH-
WORKS (1750 TO 1850)      The first Euro-
peans in the Ohio Valley were impressed by the 
earthworks, but quick to classify them accord-
ing to their own ideas. Many sites were named 
“forts” due to a superficial (though later dis-
proven) resemblance. More importantly, most 
settlers, and even scholars at the time, could 
not accept the possibility they were built by the 
ancestors of the Indians they were meeting in 
the area. Racism and ignorance led many Euro-
Americans to concoct bizarre theories that they 
were built by transplanted Egyptians, or Israel-
ites, or a Welsh tribe, or the Vikings! This confu-
sion persisted until the early twentieth century.

EARLY APPRECIATION FOR THE EARTH-
WORKS (1750 TO 1850)   The founders 
of the United States knew and admired the earth-
works along the Ohio. George Washington and 
Thomas Jefferson both argued for their preserva-
tion. Jefferson’s Secretary of the Treasury Albert 
Gallatin was another eager scholar of ancient 
America, and expressed disgust for people who 
belittled the achievements of the Indians. Pub-
lic interest in the mounds was at its peak by the 
mid-1800s, when two citizens of Chillicothe, 
Ephraim Squier and Doctor Edwin Davis, set out 
to survey the earthworks of the entire Mississippi 
and Ohio river system. With support from Galla-
tin, their work became the first publication of the 
new Smithsonian Institution. 

DESTRUCTION AND PRESERVATION 
(1750 TO THE PRESENT)  Ohio Valley 
tribes did not live on the old earthwork sites, 
but they sometimes added their own burials. 
The settlers, though, were quick to build among 
the earthworks: they were often in ideal spots 
for water access or for farming. Many were 
destroyed and many more were cut down by 
treasure hunters. By the late-1800s, scientific 
archaeology began to study them. Frederic Ward 
Putnam, “the father of American archaeology,” 
traveled from Harvard University to investigate 
the Great Serpent Mound, and saved it from 
destruction. Often the processes of archaeology 
found and saved valuable artifacts, yet destroyed 
the earthworks. Modern farming, graveling, 
and urban sprawl are still taking a toll on the 
ancient sites, despite strong efforts by the Ohio 
Historical Society, the National Park Service, 
the Archaeological Conservancy, and others. 
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EARTH, ART, AND CULTURE (PRESENT 
AND FUTURE)  The idea that earth 
shapes space and can be designed to reflect the 
deep meanings in a culture, is still with us. Con-
sider the great gardens of Europe, or China, or 
our own massive interstate highway embank-
ments! The ancient earthworks can remind us 
how the manipulation of the landscape always 
carries important meanings as well as aesthetic 
power. Artists and landscape architects under-
stand fully that blending nature and artistry, 
especially at a vast scale, is always intriguing. 
On the new University of Cincinnati campus, 
sinuous earthen embankments (by world-
renowned designer George Hargreaves) weave 
the campus together, enclosing space, directing 
movement, and marking distant vistas; students 
walk among a series of winding earthworks and 
massive mounds (explicitly inspired by Ancient 
Ohio) as they go from class to class.
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PLANNING YOUR TRIP  Explore the routes 
in advance by using the Ancient Ohio Trail’s 
“map” function: you can find all the detailed 
content embedded in vivid aerial visualiza-
tions of the towns and earthworks mentioned 
here, giving you a complete sense of orientation 
before leaving home. 

Of course, these plans can easily be adapted for 
arrival from any direction, or through any of the 
region’s major airports: Columbus CMH, Day-
ton DAY, or Greater Cincinnati CVG.

Note: Confirm availability in advance for any 
recommended accommodations. Check daily 
and seasonal opening times at any recommend-
ed sites. Consult local county tourism bureau 
websites for additional options and information.

WEEKEND HIGHLIGHTS (2 DAYS, 3 
NIGHTS) FRIDAY EVENING  Check in at 
the Golden Lamb (Ohio’s oldest Inn) in histor-
ic downtown Lebanon and enjoy dinner in its 
famous restaurant. 

SATURDAY  Early morning, drive over to the 
Fort Ancient Earthworks and Nature Preserve 
to tour the site and the museum; being sure to 
get as far as the South Gate. Head east on any of 
a number of routes, most of which pass through 
Hillsboro; find a spot for lunch. East of Hills-
boro, watch for the sudden rising of the Appala-
chian foothills, and off SR-73 just before Sinking 
Spring, visit the Great Serpent Mound. Don’t 
miss the lower trail down by Brush Creek.

From Sinking Spring, follow SR-41 north to 
US-50. Just east of Bainbridge visit the Seip 
Earthworks, a focal point of the beautiful Paint 
Valley. Entering Chillicothe, check in at one 
of the fine Bed and Breakfast Inns in the well-

preserved historic district, such as the Atwood 
House. Several restaurants including the Old 
Canal Smoke House are within walking dis-
tance.

SUNDAY  Early morning, tour the ancient 
necropolis of Mound City, headquarters of 
Hopewell Culture National Historical Park, 
then continue north on SR-104 (just below Cir-
cleville along the west bank of the Scioto River 
are beautiful canal remnants). In Lancaster, if 
time permits, take in one of the excellent, large, 
historic house museums.  

Arrive in Newark by late afternoon to take in the 
Great Circle Earthworks with its interior ditch 
and central “Eagle Mound” (and its small muse-
um). Finally, across town, explore the spectacu-
lar precision of Newark’s Octagon Earthworks.

Celebrate your astonishment at the achievement 
of the Ancient Ohioans with a fine meal (and 
overnight) at one of nearby Granville’s fine res-
taurants and historic inns, the Granville or the 
Buxton.  

If time remains the following day, take in the 
spectacular archaeology exhibits at the Ohio 
History Connection’s museum in Columbus.

BEST OF ANCIENT OHIO (7 DAYS, 8 
NIGHTS) FRIDAY EVENING  Check in at one 
of downtown Cincinnati’s fine hotels such as the 
Art Deco masterpiece Netherland Hilton, from 
where it is easy to sample the city’s vibrant res-
taurant and cultural scene. 

SATURDAY  Early morning, drive up I-71 to 
the Fort Ancient Earthworks and Nature Pre-
serve to tour the site and the museum; being 
sure to get as far as the South Gate. Head east on 
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any of a number of routes, most of which pass 
through Hillsboro; find a spot for lunch. East 
of Hillsboro, watch for the sudden rising of the 
Appalachian foothills, and off SR-73 just before 
Sinking Spring, visit Serpent Mound. Be sure 
to follow the lower trail down by Brush Creek. 
Check in at the nearby Murphin Ridge Inn, and 
dine at its gourmet restaurant.

SUNDAY  A bit north on SR-41, tackle the spec-
tacular, earthwork-ringed, old-growth forested 
hilltop at Fort Hill before continuing on via 
Bainbridge (on US-50, find lunch) to visit the 
Seip Earthworks, a focal point of the beautiful 
Paint Valley. On the way into Chillicothe, also 
take the short detour to the Hopewell Mound 
Group, where the walls and ponds along the 
northern hilltop are particularly impressive. 
Entering Chillicothe, check in for 2 nights at one 
of the fine Bed and Breakfast Inns in the well-
preserved historic district, such as the Atwood 
House. Several restaurants including the Old 
Canal Smoke House are within walking dis-
tance.

MONDAY  Early morning, tour the ancient 
necropolis of Mound City, headquarters of 
Hopewell Culture National Historical Park, 
then continue north on SR-104 (where, just 
below Circleville on the west bank of the Scioto 
River are beautiful canal remnants). Downtown 
Circleville has several lunch options. 

An optional afternoon excursion south from 
Chillicothe can include Piketon (Mound Ceme-
tery, historic houses) and Portsmouth, where the 
“Old Fort” earthworks are well preserved across 
the Ohio River in Kentucky. A visit to the Adena 
Mansion and Gardens (the palladian villa of 
Ohio’s first senator), high above the town, is also 
worthwhile. Spend a second night in historic 
Chillicothe.

TUESDAY  Head east out of Chillicothe via 
US-50, taking a short detour to see the beautiful 
Zaleski Mound, before arriving in Athens, home 
of Ohio University, in time for lunch at one of its 
pioneering “locavore” restaurants. Two impres-
sive mounds stand in the neighboring village of 
The Plains.

After lunch, continue on to historic Marietta 
for a night at the Lafayette Hotel, and dinner at 
the famed Levee House on the riverfront. That 
evening or the next morning, explore the town’s 

beautiful streets to discover the ringed Conus 
Mound (in its Revolutionary War cemetery set-
ting), two surviving platform mounds, and the 
Sacra Via. There are also two fine museums 
presenting town and river history, and superb 
period houses. 

WEDNESDAY  Follow SR-60 up the Musk-
ingum River, with its interesting system of navi-
gation locks, through historic McConnelsville, 
Stockport, and Zanesville (find lunch), to visit 
the ancient quarries at Flint Ridge. Continue 
on through Newark to picturesque Granville, 
checking in for a fine meal and lodging (2 
nights) at one of the town’s fine historic inns, the 
Granville or the Buxton.  

THURSDAY  The spectacular Newark Earth-
works are best visited early or late in the day. 
Begin at the Great Circle Earthworks with its 
interior ditch and central “Eagle Mound” (and 
a small museum). Across town, allow plenty of 
time to ponder the spectacular Octagon Earth-
works – if golfers are not present walk to obser-
vatory mound as well as among the octagon’s 
monumental gateways. 

Other nearby excursions could include the 
Granville “alligator” effigy on a hilltop just east 
of the village, or, by way of SR-79 through Buck-
eye Lake (the early canal system reservoir), on to 
Lancaster, a beautiful town with several signifi-
cant historic house museums. 

FRIDAY  Take the short drive into Columbus 
for a tour of the archaeology exhibits at the Ohio 
History Connection’s museum, of I-71 at 17th 
Avenue.  It is a stunning presentation of the art-
istry of the earthwork builders, in exotic materi-
als from far across the continent.  The trip back 
to Cincinnati can easily be extended via Day-
ton, for a stop at SunWatch Village, where sev-
eral reconstructed houses typical of the Ancient 
Ohioans (here from the later “Fort Ancient” cul-
ture) can be explored.  

Return for a final overnight in Cincinnati. If 
time remains the following day, head out west of 
the city to Shawnee Lookout Park, with the well-
preserved Miami Fort Earthworks and views of 
the Great Miami River confluence.


