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TELLING THE STORY OF THE NATIONAL ROAD

What are the remaining historic places and features that tell the story and define the historic character 
of the National Road in Ohio?  Through different eras of the road’s history, the buildings and roadway 
elements that were built define the events, people and cultural values of that period. Some of these 
features are well-known icons of the National Road or U.S. 40, such as the mile markers, inns and 
taverns, or sandstone bridges from the early period of the road; or the neon signs, gas stations and 
motels from the early 20th century. Others may be less obvious, but can include the layout and setting 
of a town, clusters of agricultural buildings in a rural setting, or the mix of buildings on Main Street. 
Individually and collectively, these features define the character of the road. 

To gain an understanding of how these places and features tell the story of the National Road, we 
must place them in their historic context, or relate their presence to what was happening at the 
time. The historic contexts for the National Road in Ohio include three eras or periods of activity.*  
They are:  

The heyDay of The RoaD: 1825–1850

The eRa of The RoaD’s Decline: 1850–1900

ReviTalizaTion: The auTomobile anD u.s. 40: 1900–1960 

In the next few pages, each era and the primary historic features that define it are described. As you read 
these materials, make a note about the types of historic resources that exist in your area and how they 
help to tell the story of the National Road.

A note about the dates:  Even though beginning and ending dates are given for each era, we know from experience 
that these dates are blurred in real time. Some of the events and building trends that are described will necessarily 
overlap from one period to the next. These bookend dates are needed, though, to provide a general frame of reference 
for discussing the historic resources that were built along the National Road, and understanding how they help to 
define its character. 
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THE HEYDAY OF THE NATIONAL ROAD 
1825-1850 

This historic era represents the National Road’s early construction and use, when 
it served as the primary route for western immigration and settlement in early 19th 
century Ohio. Ground was broken for construction of the National Road through 
Ohio on July 4th, 1825, at St. Clairsville in Belmont County. From the Ohio River 
to Zanesville, the road followed, paralleled or crossed the earlier route of Zane’s 
Trace, the trail blazed by Ebenezer Zane beginning in 1796 as a new route to the 
west. Many towns that later prospered on the National Road owe their origins to 
Zane’s Trace. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The National Road reached Zanesville in 1830, Columbus in 1833 and Springfield 
in 1838. The road itself was considered a feat of engineering at the time. The first 
Ohio segment of the road between Bridgeport and Zanesville was the first Federal 
road in America constructed using the macadam paving technique. Graceful stone 
arched bridges and culverts were built to carry the road across numerous streams, 
particularly in eastern Ohio. 

The National Road immediately attracted travelers and commerce. Records for a 
single year, 1833, documented thousands of wagons, coaches, carriages, riders on 
horseback and droves of livestock on the road. To pay for road maintenance, in 
1831, the Ohio legislature authorized the erection of tollgates at 20-mile intervals 
along the road. Hallmark features from this era are the buildings that were 
constructed to accommodate travelers on the slow and arduous route across the 
state, including numerous inns and taverns, wagon shops, blacksmith shops and 
liveries. To provide these services, new towns were platted along the route and 
existing towns began to grow. These small communities came to be known as 

“pike towns,” many of which still convey their early character today. 

The National Road reached its terminus at Vandalia, Illinois, in 1840. After about 
1850, the early heyday period came to an end as the National Road was eclipsed by 
the railroad for long-distance travel and began to experience decline. 

The heyday of the road: a view looking south on High Street in Columbus, drawn by Henry Howe in 1846. (From Historical Collections of Ohio).

Key feaTuRes 
fRom This eRa

Mile Markers

s-Bridges

Other rOadWaY FeatUres

Pike tOWns

inns and taverns

COMMerCial Uses

residential Uses

institUtiOns



OHIO HISTORIC NATIONAL ROAD DESIGN HANDBOOK

14

CharaCter-Defining features

MILE MARkERS 
The mile markers are one of the most significant and character-defining elements of 
the National Road Scenic Byway. The Act of Congress creating the road required 
that there be distinguishing marks at regular intervals as an aid to travelers. The 
milestones were set at one-mile intervals on the north side of the road. Congress 
did not specify the appearance of the markers, so each state was free to select its 
own milestone design. In Ohio, the markers are square with a rounded head. Each 
is marked at the head with the distance to the eastern terminus of the road at 
Cumberland, Maryland. Below, the square base is set at an angle to the road, with 
exposed sides showing the distance to the nearest city or village for the east- or 
west-bound traveler. As originally built, the markers were five feet tall and set 
directly into the ground, leaving three feet exposed. 

The earliest markers in Ohio were made of a fabricated or reinforced cementitious 
material in the 1830s. Only a small number of these have been identified, including 
several in Madison County. Since they did not weather well, most of these early 
markers were replaced in the 1850s by sandstone markers. Approximately 80 
original sandstone markers remain in the state, although many are not in their 
original locations due to the reconstruction or realignment of the road over time. 
Most of the markers are located in the eastern half of the state; no original mile 
markers are located further west than Clark County. 

S-BRIDGES
A signature element of the National Road in eastern Ohio is the stone S-Bridge. 
Four of these graceful engineering marvels remain intact in Belmont, Guernsey 
and Muskingum Counties. The unique S-shape of the bridge was due to the need 
for the bridge to cross a stream or river at a 90-degree angle, the shortest distance 
for the bridge’s span. Since most streams were met at an oblique angle, the S-shape 
enabled the bridge to make the turn to cross the body of water, and then turn back 
to maintain the direction of the road. Built of sandstone that was quarried in the 
nearby hills, these bridges display authentic craftsmanship of the early National 
Road period. Those bridges that were bypassed by U.S. 40 managed to survive. 

Mile marker at the Headley Inn, near Mt. Sterling in 
Muskingum County.

Mile marker in Licking County. 

Blaine Bridge, Belmont County, designated Ohio’s 
Bicentennial Bridge and recently restored.

This aerial view shows the S-shape of the Salt Fork 
bridge in Guernsey County, listed as a National Historic 
Landmark. Route 40 (shown at right) bypassed this bridge, 
allowing the original road alignment to remain intact.

Fox Run S-Bridge west of New Concord, Muskingum County, preserved as S-Bridge Park.
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OTHER ROADWAY FEATURES
Aside from the S-bridges, other sandstone bridges and other features exist from the 
early period of the National Road. One prominent example of the craftsmanship 
of early sandstone bridges is the John Carnahen Bridge, built in Muskingum 
County in 1830. Because of their solid construction, some sandstone bridges still 
form the substructure of later bridges that were built on top of them. Sandstone 
culverts, used to carry the road over small streams, also remain from this early 
period, although they are becoming increasingly rare. A unique feature on the 
National Road in Muskingum County is the sandstone spring box that was built 
into the hillside to capture spring water for thirsty travelers.   

PIkE TOWNS 
The pike town is a defining characteristic of the National Road corridor from this 
period, representing early town development along the road. Pike towns recall 
the heyday of the road for two reasons—because of their historic buildings and 
because of their intact town plan or layout. The National Road helped foster the 
Main Street model of town development, a linear plan with a dominant Main 
Street (the National Road) and one or more parallel “back streets.”  Significantly, 
Main Street was the location for residences, businesses, and inns, while the back 
street was a place for the heavier traffic of wagoners and drovers. The back street 
was also the preferred location for churches, schools and cemeteries, leaving the 
valuable National Road frontage for businesses and residents. 

Nameplate showing John Carnahen as the builder of this 
Muskingum County sandstone bridge, 1830.

 Why Pike Town?
the name pike town is a reference to 
the town’s location on “the pike,” a 
term that is short for turnpike.  some 
19th century roads in Ohio were 
maintained by tolls that were paid 
at regular intervals by travelers.  the 
national road became a toll road 
or turnpike in 1831 to help fund its 
maintenance.  

Valley Run stone arch bridge west of Gratiot in Licking County. Historic view (inset, ODOT photo archive) and present day street level and streambed views.

Sandstone spring box, located east of Mount Sterling.

Middlebourne, Guernsey County. Old Washington, Guernsey County.
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Pike towns depended on road traffic for their early economy. Some towns were 
already in existence during the two decades before the road was constructed, 
including Morristown (1802) in Belmont County and Old Washington (1805) in 
Guernsey County, which were laid out on the old Zane’s Trace in the eastern 
part of the state. When the road came through, these fledgling settlements 
grew quickly. Farther west, towns were laid out specifically to take advantage 
of the route and date their founding to the 1830s. These include Brownsville in 
Licking County, Lafayette and Summerford in Madison County, South Vienna 
and Donnelsville in Clark County, and Brandt in Miami County. Many of Ohio’s 
National Road pike towns boast a number of early-mid 19th century buildings from 
the heyday of the National Road. Some early pike towns grew to become larger 
cities, such as Zanesville or St. Clairsville, while others remained small, bypassed 
by later development. 

South Vienna in Clark County provides a good demonstration of how some early pike towns were bypassed by U.S. 40, 
contributing to their conservation. The original route of the National Road is clear in this instance, and the pike town plan of 
South Vienna remains intact. Photo by Karl Raitz.  Reprinted by permission of the photographer from The National Road, 
Karl Raitz, editor, published by the Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996.   

Lewisburg, Preble County (originally Euphemia).

Donnelsville, Clark County.
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INNS AND TAvERNS 
Inns and taverns are the most celebrated commercial property types from 
the heyday of the National Road. They reflect the extraordinary historical  
development of the road as a route for immigration and commerce in Ohio during 
the early 19th century, when travel was slow and arduous—by horse, wagon, 
carriage or stagecoach over a rough and unpredictable road. 

An inn or tavern was typically located about every 10 miles or so—about one day’s 
travel by horse and wagon. Wagon stands or drovers’ inns were typically located 
on the outskirts of towns where there was ample space to house the draft animals 
in a pasture or corral. Often a barn or stable was associated with the inn. Taverns 
or inns where the stage horses were kept and the stagecoach passengers slept and 
ate were sometimes called “stage houses.”  

Large numbers of inns and taverns existed along the National Road in its heyday; 
less than 40 remain today, and they are becoming an increasingly rare resource. 
These buildings remain in use as museums, restaurants, commercial businesses, 
and private homes. Many are well preserved and cared for, while others are 
less so. These buildings are very important because they convey the essence 
of early National Road history through their setting, style, materials and early 
19th century character. A few examples are shown in the historic and current  
photographs below. 

A 19th century view of the inn when it was known as the 
Horner House. 

A photo from the 1930s, showing the addition of the porches 
and awnings. 

The Black Horse Inn today. 

The Black Horse Inn, c. 1807,  Morristown, Belmont County

 Historic 
Archaeology  
on the Road
historic archaeology along the 
national road can produce valuable 
information about the history of the 
roadway, allowing us to learn more 
about the buildings and uses that 
no longer exist but were vital to the 
economy and function of the road. 
during 1997 and 1998, the firm 
of gray and Pape, inc. conducted 
an archaeological survey along the 
corridor, in cooperation with OdOt 
and the Ohio historic Preservation 
Office. the surveyors investigated the 
locations of known but now destroyed 
resources, such as old taverns, tourist 
camps, toll houses, blacksmith shops, 
liveries, and remaining roadbed. 
the results were published as part 
of the national road /U.s. 40 
historic Properties inventory in Ohio.  
an example from this survey is 
provided below. 

The site of the Penn Tavern, built in 1842 in the 
Guernsey County pike town of Middlebourne, was 
the subject of an archaeological investigation that 
revealed intact remains of cut stone footers of the 
tavern. Also identified was a well capped with a huge 
sandstone slab that may have served as a carriage 
step for the tavern.

information generated through 
archaeological survey provides a 
great opportunity for interpretation 
along the scenic byway, documenting 
and illuminating the history of the 
road. such an effort is underway at 
the former pike town of tadmor in 
Montgomery County. a discussion of 
plans for interpretation of this site is 
found on page 146. 

Historic and current views of Buena Vista Tavern, built c. 1836; South Vienna, Clark County.
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The Red Brick Tavern in Lafayette, Madison County, established in 1837 and still used as a restaurant today, is a good example of this historic building type along 
the National Road Scenic Byway. Even though they served a commercial purpose, early inns and taverns appear more residential than commercial. Typical is a 
gable-roofed, two-story main block that is set with its long side to the street. Chimneys are placed at each end or in the center, reflecting the location of fireplaces 
that were essential to heating and cooking. The front or façade usually has regularly spaced window openings on both first and second floors. Most common are 
five bays (or windows and doors) with the entry door at the center. The entry may be no wider than the door itself, or it may have a more elaborate surround. 
Front porches were sometimes added later, but most early 1800s inns and taverns did not have them originally. Additions often were made to enlarge the most 
successful of the inns, typically through a rear “ell” that would join the main building at a 90-degree angle. 

Headley Inn, c. 1833-1835.
Muskingum County.

White Swan Tavern, c. 1820.
Muskingum County.

Pennsylvania House, c. 1839.
Springfield, Clark County.

Smith House, c. 1830 and 1860.
Muskingum County.
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OTHER COMMERCIAL USES
Besides inns and taverns, other commercial uses from the early National Road 
period were built in response to the traffic on the road, as well as the growing 
residential population. Businesses that catered to early transportation included 
wagon shops, wagon stands or liveries, saddleries, blacksmith shops, and 
cartwright shops—precursors to the garages, auto repair, and auto sales uses that 
developed later. Frame toll houses were built to collect tolls every 20 miles or so, 
beginning in about 1831. Other types of commerce were conducted in warehouses 
and general stores.

Liveries typically had the appearance of a barn or carriage house. Other commercial 
uses were housed in buildings that had a residential appearance, since they were 
built before the development of traditional storefront windows that we know 
today. For this reason, historic research is often needed to identify buildings that 
housed commercial uses of this early National Road period. 

EARLY RESIDENTIAL USES
Residential buildings from the earliest period of the National Road’s development 
are found in rural, urban and suburban contexts today. These homes may still 
occupy a historic setting, or they may be in an area with a mix of development 
from later periods. They are noteworthy because their materials, design and 
historic character give us a view into early 19th-century life in Ohio. 

The earliest buildings in Ohio were constructed using the traditions and practices 
that their builders brought with them. Houses from this period are often identified 
by their floor plan, because the interior room arrangement dictated the building’s 
form as well as the location of doors and windows. The most common house types 
from the heyday of the National Road are the I House, Side Hallway house, and 
Four-over-Four house. These are discussed beginning on page 41.

Historic view of a National Road toll house  
in Clark County.

Early houses in Morristown, Belmont County. A home built in 1847 and located on the National Road in Miami County. 
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INSTITUTIONS 
Following closely on the heels of settlement, whether rural or in an emerging pike 
town, was the need to build churches, schools and cemeteries. Initially, school 
or worship services were held in homes; after a few years, a dedicated school or 
church building might be constructed. 
 
Churches built during the heyday of the National Road were typically rectangular 
structures constructed either in masonry (brick or stone) or wood frame. In their 
rural country or village settings, they often were simply detailed and vernacular 
in style. The Greek Revival style is well-represented in churches in several of 
Ohio’s pike towns. The town’s back street is sometimes named Church Street in 
recognition of this use, as in the case of Morristown. In some towns, especially 
the larger county seat towns, early period churches were also built on important 
crossroad corners of the downtown. 

Cemeteries were established during this period, often at sites located on the 
back street or toward the edge of town where sufficient land existed. Family plot 
cemeteries were often located on private property, on land that later came under 
township ownership. Often significant for their monuments, grave markers and 
landscape, these sacred places are an important reminder of the history of the 
people who lived and worked in these communities and on this land. 

Norwich in Muskingum County (two photos above) and Morristown in Belmont County (two photos below) are examples of pike towns where churches and cemeteries are located on the 
back street.
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THE ERA OF THE ROAD’S DECLINE 
1850-1900

The introduction of the railroad had a profound effect upon the National Road, 
as rail transportation became a far more economical and efficient means of 
transporting people and goods in this country. Once bustling Ohio pike towns 
of the 1830s and 1840s were transformed into quiet villages. Those National Road 
villages and cities with railroad crossings continued to grow, however, attracting 
commercial and industrial uses that relied upon this new mode of transportation. 
Communities that served as county seats or, in the case of Columbus the state 
capital, especially thrived during the late 19th century, attracting the variety 
of business, civic and cultural establishments needed to serve the needs of  
a growing population. 

Outside of the cities and towns the dominant land use was farming, and the 
family farm prospered during this time. Primitive early 19th-century agricultural 
structures were replaced or enlarged to reflect the growing prosperity of farms 
along the National Road, particularly in the glaciated plains of the western 
counties. At the same time, the early inns and taverns that had been built on long 
rural stretches of the road faced decline, and many were converted to residential 
use. 

The roadbed itself was not well maintained during this period, and was rutted and 
dangerous in many sections. Late in the 19th century, the invention of the “Safety 
Bicycle” (two wheels of the same size) prompted renewed use of the old road and 
a demand for a better road surface. Lobbying for road improvements came to be 
known as the “Good Roads Movement.”  This cause gained momentum after the 
development of automobile transportation at the end of the 19th century; by 1900 
there were 8,000 automobiles in the United States, a number that would grow 
exponentially just 10 years later. 

Key feaTuRes
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CharaCter-Defining features 

COMMERCIAL USES
During the second half of the 19th century, the National Road’s role as “Main Street” 
was strengthened in many towns, particularly those that grew from connections 
with the railroad. The prototype Main Street commercial building as we know 
it today appeared during this period in communities along the National Road. 
Sometimes, storefronts were added to earlier buildings, giving them a decidedly 
commercial feel. Glass technology enabled commercial buildings to incorporate 
large display windows. Designed to be seen primarily from the front, commercial 
buildings from this period placed an emphasis on the façade, or street front of the 
building. The first floor storefront and the upper level façade worked together as a 
unified whole, serving as an advertisement for the business within. In downtown 
districts, the commercial buildings were set adjacent to one another, sharing 
party walls and creating a uniform street wall. 

 

Morristown, Belmont County.

Bridgeport, Belmont County. 
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RESIDENTIAL USES 
Residential construction occurred all along the roadway corridor during the 
late 19th century—in the countryside as farms became more prosperous, in small 
towns as older buildings were replaced with new, in larger villages and cities as 
expansion and growth brought new neighborhoods. While not every residential 
building can be classified as being a particular type or style, the most common 
late 19th century examples that are present in the corridor are the Gabled Ell house, 
the Side Hallway, and the Four-over-Four house. These are discussed beginning 
on page 41.

AGRICULTURAL/FARM BUILDINGS 
Though declining in number, farm buildings remain a significant feature along 
the historic National Road. The presence of barns and outbuildings, fencing, and 
cultivated farm fields enhances the historic and scenic qualities of the scenic byway 
across the state. While farm buildings were constructed during the heyday of the 
road as well, it was during the late 19th and early 20th centuries that many farm 
families were able to expand their holdings and new buildings were constructed. 
 

Complex of farm outbuildings near Brighton, Clark County.   

Barn near Gratiot in Licking County. 

A Queen Anne house on E. Broad Street in Columbus.
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INSTITUTIONS
The late 19th century was a period when institutions thrived and educational, 
religious, civic, and governmental buildings were built in great numbers. Many 
fine and varied examples of these structures and places remain along the National 
Road corridor. 

 schools 
 Schools that were constructed in rural areas during this period were typically 

built to house all grades in one building. Examples include the one-room 
school at Great Western in Belmont County, the two-story school in Etna in 
Licking County, and the four-story example in Lewisburg in Preble County. 
In urban settings, schools may have served the elementary or upper grades, 
but junior high or middle schools did not come into existence until the early 
1900s. These buildings are community and neighborhood landmarks.

 Churches
 Churches during this period ranged from small frame or brick country or 

small town church buildings to the urban churches constructed in the 
larger cities. Churches are often among the best-maintained buildings 
along the National Road, having been well cared-for by their congregations. 
Whether exhibiting a simple rooftop cupola or a tall spire, they form visual 
and historic landmarks in both small and large towns along the road. Many 
urban churches occupy prominent locations on the main street, and often 
have an associated parsonage or rectory. 

Great Western School, Belmont County,  c. 1870. Late 19th -century school in Lewisburg, Preble County. School building in Etna, Licking County.

Frame church in Hebron,  Licking County. Church on West Broad Street in Columbus. Church in Old Washington, Guernsey County.
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 Cemeteries 
During the late 19th century, landscape planning influenced the design and 
layout of cemeteries in some locations, with the result that they became more 
architectural in nature, sometimes with elaborate entry gates or gatehouses. 
Along the National Road, examples of late 19th-century influence exist in 
both rural and urban locations. 

 Public Buildings
Public and civic buildings varied widely, depending upon their location 
and purpose. In rural settings, these structures are often vernacular and 
plain, making a functional statement on the landscape. In urban settings, 
they often are highly stylized and ornamented, reflecting the prominence 
and aspirations of the community or county that they were built to serve. 
There are many fine examples of late 19th-century public buildings along the 
historic National Road. 

Fairmount Cemetery entrance, rural Licking County. Entrance to the Greenwood Cemetery on the National Road in Zanesville.

Guernsey County Courthouse, built in 1881, Cambridge. Odd Fellows Hall in Summerford, Madison County.

Firehouse in Columbus, Franklin County.

Licking Township Hall, 1896,  Jacksontown, Licking County.
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REvITALIzATION
THE AUTOMOBILE AND U.S. 40
1900-1960

The National Road was reborn with the advent of the automobile after the 
turn of the 20th century. The automobile had a profound effect on American 
culture, changing the way Americans experienced the landscape and 
the country. On the historic National Road, it gave rise to an entire new 
industry and some beloved building types that catered to the “auto tourist.”   

At first automobile ownership was limited to the wealthy, but the development 
of the more affordable mass-produced Model-T meant that more and more people 
could “take to the road” for recreation. By 1910, there were 468,000 automobiles 
in private ownership. Auto touring became a recreational past time. Initially, 
tourists would camp in farmer’s fields, city parks, church lots and schoolyards.  
It was not long before new building types appeared along the road, including 
tourist cabins, motels, gas stations and garages, truck stops, roadhouses and 
restaurants—all to serve the traveler. Many of these structures are still in use 
and visible along the National Road in Ohio, lending it a unique early 20th century 
flavor. 

As demand for the road increased, steps were taken to make needed improvements 
to the driving surface. In 1916, Congress passed the Good Roads Act, providing $75 
million for states that organized “responsible highway departments.”  The need for 
road improvements sparked interest in new construction materials. Experimental 
concrete was used to pave a section of the National Road between Zanesville in 
Muskingum County and Hebron in Licking County in 1914. In 1918, the National 
Road was chosen by the Federal government as the best means of transporting 
military supplies overland to assist in the WWI effort. Over 75 miles of the road 
in eastern Ohio were paved with brick, creating the longest continuous stretch 
of brick pavement in America at the time. Asphalt was the preferred pavement 
material by the early 1930s. 

The National Road became U.S. Route 40 in 1926. This federal route did not 
strictly follow the old road, but was frequently realigned and redirected to bypass 
small towns or to straighten and level the roadbed for faster and safer travel. 
Route 40 turned its attention to the automobile, and with all of its truck stops, 
diners, and motor courts, soon became known as the “Main Street of America.”   
Traffic on U.S. 40 peaked in 1960 and soon diminished following the construction 
of Interstate 70 during the next decade.

Key feaTuRes
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Blaine Hill in Belmont County, 1920s.  Wheeling Avenue in Cambridge, Guernsey County, 1960s.
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CharaCter-Defining features

ROAD INFRASTRUCTURE IMPROvEMENTS 
After many years of neglect, the early 1900s marked a period of road and 
infrastructure improvements on the National Road. The automobile generated 
increased demand for the road, which in turn meant that the road had to be 
improved to accommodate the auto. 

CONCRETE-PAvED ROAD SEGMENTS 
As early as 1914, improvements to the road’s surface included the use of  
experimental concrete that was laid down on a 24-mile stretch of the road between 
Zanesville and Hebron. In some bypassed areas of the original route, concrete 
segments are still visible. One of the most intact is the road at the location of 
Cinder Tipple Road in Licking County, pictured below. 

BRICk-PAvED ROAD SEGMENTS 
Remaining brick-paved sections of the National Road are treasured features of 
the original roadway, reflecting the pre-U.S. 40 period of road improvements. 
Brick paving measured 16 feet across with a six-inch concrete curb to either side. 
As the road has changed over time, some of these early sections were abandoned 
or bypassed by U.S. 40, leaving the brick paving intact. A total of 22 segments of 
brick paving have been documented. Two of the most significant are shown below, 
both being about a mile long. Peacock Road is listed in the National Register of 
Historic Places, one of the few roads in Ohio to be so designated. 

Historic View:  Getting ready to test out the new concrete-paved road near Amsterdam 
in Licking County.

Remnant of the original concrete pavement between Linville and Amsterdam, 
Licking County.

Brick-paved road segment, west of Norwich, Muskingum County. Brick-paved road segment, Peacock Road, Guernsey County.
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BRIDGES 
The 1930s through the 1950s was a period of highway improvements on U.S. 40. 
The road was widened in some areas, and bridges and culverts were upgraded or 
built new. New concrete superstructures and guardrails were installed on top of 
some of the early stone bridge substructures. The highway avoided other stone 
bridges entirely, such as the Blaine Bridge, an early triple-arch stone S-bridge 
that could no longer handle the road traffic and was bypassed by the Blaine Hill 
Viaduct in 1932-33. 

Steel Bridge at Wolfhurst, Belmont County.

The Arches of Memory Bridge at Blaine Hill in Belmont 
County, built in 1932-33 to bypass the original Blaine Bridge. 

(ODOT Photo Archive) 

Concrete bridge, Muskingum County.
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AUTO-RELATED COMMERCIAL DEvELOPMENT 
    
TOURIST CABINS
Also known as cabin camps, these were the successors to the campgrounds that 
were used by the motoring public in the 1910s and 1920s and predecessors of the 
motel. Tourist cabins are small, one-room deep with a rectangular shape and  
gabled roofs. They are usually grouped in a row or in a semi-circle, with space 
for a parked car next to each cabin. Several examples remain along the byway 
corridor.

TOURIST HOMES 
Although not always easy to spot, private homes along the National Road often 
provided rooms for auto tourists in the early 20th century. The historic view below 
is of an earlier house that was converted to a hotel and gasoline station c. 1930. 

Tourist cabins at Brighton, Clark County. Tourist cabins, Preble County.

Hotel Ramsay, Morristown area, Belmont County, c. 1930. McGonigal Tourist Home, house built c. 1900, Blaine, Belmont County.

The Majestic Tourist Camp near Kirkersville,  
Licking County in the 1930s. 
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MOTOR COURTS OR MOTELS 
Motor courts and motels began to develop in the 1940s, and most along the 
National Road in Ohio date from the 1940s and 1950s. As opposed to the separate 
cabin units, rooms were placed together in a single building under a single roof, 
often with a full-width porch or projecting roofline to provide shelter. Motor 
courts are arranged in a courtyard configuration. Linear motels are long horizontal 
structures that align with the road they serve. The motor courts and motels along 
the National Road in Ohio are mostly one-story structures. Many had offices, 
coffee shops or restaurants. 

Motor court type, Brookside Motel, Whitehall, 
Franklin County.

Town House Motor Lodge, Springfield (1950s-60s design).

Motor court type, Holiday Motel, Whitehall , Franklin County.

Linear motel type, Shamrock Motel between Kirkersville and Etna, Licking County.

Linear motel type, Sycamore Lodge near Timber Run Road, Muskingum County.
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RESTAURANTS  
As traffic on U.S. 40 increased during this period, and Americans took to the road 
for recreation, the number of restaurants grew as well. Restaurants were, of course, 
located on the main streets of cities and towns but they were also positioned all 
along the route, even in the most isolated rural stretches of the road. During the 
1940s and 1950s, restaurants were often associated with a motel. Stylistically, 
restaurants ranged from the traditional to contemporary, and often included 
oversized signs designed to attract the attention of the traveler.

GAS AND SERvICE STATIONS 
The earliest stations usually were built of frame and had a canopy over the front to 
give protection while filling up the tank. During the 1920s and 1930s, gas stations 
added services such as lubricating and repair, and the structures incorporated 
one or more service bays. Often an effort was made for the station to be almost 
residential in appearance, with the cottage-theme being most common. The 
stations often advertised their corporate affiliations through their design, colors 
and signage. 

This former Howard Johnson’s Restaurant is located  
at the Town House Motor Lodge in Springfield. 
Hints of the original orange roof can still be seen.  

Restaurant, St. Clairsville, Belmont County. Mickey’s Restaurant, east of Zanesville. The Shamrock Restaurant, Licking County (associated with the Shamrock 
Motel, this design was a take-off on the Howard Johnson’s look). 

Pure Oil Service Station, c. 1925.   
Englewood, Montgomery County .

Pennzoil Motor Oil Station, c. 1930.
Brookside, Belmont County.

Service station, c. 1940s. 
Columbus, Franklin County.
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TRUCk STOPS  
By the 1930s, technological innovations and improved road conditions resulted in 
increased use of trucks to transport goods. The onset of long-haul trips, ranging 
from 70-100 miles, created a demand for roadside truck services. Early truckers 
did not share roadside facilities with auto travelers, resulting in the development 
of “truck stops.”  Five of these facilities, built before 1948, have been documented 
on the National Road in Ohio. 

AUTOMOBILE SALES AND SERvICE 
The counterpart to the wagon shops, blacksmith shops and liveries of the  
19th century are the automobile sales buildings and service garages that were 
built on the National Road after its reincarnation as U.S. 40. Service bays were 
sometimes incorporated into gas stations, but separate buildings for auto repair 
were also built, such as Wesley’s Garage. Car dealers also gravitated to locations 
on U.S. 40. 

Wesley’s Garage in Hendrysburg area, Belmont County. Former Ford Dealership in Harmony, Clark County. 

Hines Truck Stop, established in 1949 in western Preble County, was one of the well-known truck stops along the National Road. The historic view dates from 1952.  
The property, shown as it appears today, has been proposed for a National Road Gateway Visitor Center.
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RECREATIONAL BUILDING TYPES 
U.S. 40 spawned recreational building types that included bowling alleys and 
drive-in movie theaters, developed in response to the demand for leisure time 
activities of the 1940s and 1950s.

HISTORIC SIGNAGE 
One of the classic features of U.S. 40 travel is the roadway signage that sprouted 
on restaurants, motels, and other recreational uses. Oriented as they were to 
fast-moving auto traffic, these signs became ever larger and more noticeable. The 
use of bright colors, neon tubes and electric moving parts all contributed to the 
scene. Signs that remain today are significant for their contribution to the cultural 
landscape. 

Drake Motel in Springfield, Clark County.

Baker’s Motel, Muskingum County .       Rubino’s Pizzeria  in Bexley, Franklin County.

The 40 Motel on West Broad Street, Columbus.

Former bowling alley and restaurant, Preble County.The Melody Cruise-In Theatre, near Harmony in Clark County, opened in 1952.
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OTHER COMMERCIAL USES
Commercial buildings from the early 20th century continued to use the traditional 
storefront design that was popularized in the 19th century. Buildings took a 
variety of forms and styles, ranging from small one-story storefronts to multi-
story office or bank buildings, and from Classical Revival to Romantic Revival, 
to vernacular commercial styles. A sampling of different commercial properties 
is shown below. 

As the automobile drew commercial development farther away from the city 
center, to areas where property was less expensive, it became possible to construct 
buildings on larger parcels of land. One-story commercial buildings became 
common during the 1940s and 1950s, and these were often set back from the road, 
with parking in front—the precursors to the strip shopping center. 

RESIDENTIAL USES 
This era encompasses some changes in residential construction, most notably 
the suburban movement that began early in the 1900s. Common house types 
of this period were the American Foursquare house, the Craftsman Bungalow, 
and the suburban ranch house. Revival architectural styles, including Colonial 
Revival and English Tudor, became popular. Also commonly built in larger cities 
were multi-unit apartment buildings. Common house types from this period are 
discussed beginning on page 41.

Columbus, Franklin County. Columbus, Franklin County.

Bexley, Franklin County.  Springfield, Clark County. Whitehall, Franklin County.   
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INSTITUTIONS  
Institutional buildings of the early 20th century tended to convey an image of 
strength and optimism, and were often designed in a Classical Revival style 
because of its good proportions and sophisticated ornamentation. In particular, 
this is true for schools and governmental offices. Churches varied greatly because 
of their setting, with the larger more elaborate stone or brick edifices located in 
the urban centers and the smaller, typically frame, religious structures located in 
rural settings.

MONUMENTS 
The national heritage movement of the 1910s and 1920s led to the location of 
commemorations and memorials along the National Road. Included in this group 
is the Madonna of the Trail monument in Springfield, which was commissioned 
by the Daughters of the American Revolution to honor the pioneer spirit. Other 
monuments of the period included a stone at the foot of a hill in Norwich, 
Muskingum County that identifies the spot where a carriage overturned, causing 
the first traffic fatality in the state, and the monument to the defeat of Morgan’s 
Raiders in Old Washington, Guernsey County. 

Catholic Church and School, Brookside, Belmont County.

Memorial Hall, Springfield, Clark County.

Hoge Memorial Church in Columbus, Franklin County.

Cambridge Post Office, Guernsey County.

Madonna of the Trail statue, Springfield, Clark County.
Cast concrete, dedicated 1928.

Monument to the defeat of Morgan’s Raiders in  
Old Washington, Guernsey County, erected 1927.

Church in Vandalia, Montgomery County.
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What is community character?  While we can define the 
individual building types and features that remain from 
historic periods of the road, it is often the assemblage of 
buildings, roadway elements, spaces and landscapes that 
fit together to create the character of the Ohio Historic 
National Road. These are the features that form the 
setting or visual context for a particular area of the byway. 
Understanding how the various features work together 
helps determine the approach to its preservation and 
enhancement. 

The concept of defining community character has to do 
with identifying the patterns of development, the types 
of buildings that were built there over time, natural and 
landscape features, and important historical associations 
that characterize the area. Knowing the important  
elements that define your community is the first step 
in developing appropriate goals for preservation, 
enhancement or new development. 

The following checklist is provided as an aid to defining 
community character. The checklist is intended to 
provide a useful format for volunteers to assess the 
existing planning area (district, neighborhood, or village) 
in an understandable way, allowing all to see the form 
and character-defining features of a man-made place, 
neighborhood, or settlement consisting of many buildings 
and structures that appear to possess common qualities in 
a similar setting. This can be useful in determining what 
to include in the creation of a historic district (see case 
history on page 39). 

The checklist includes the most basic factors that define 
community character. It is presented as a guide; persons 
using it may make modifications as appropriate to the 
place they are depicting. Use of photography and free-
hand sketches to document the various elements is also 
encouraged. 

An old neighborhood?

A rural village?

A pike town?

An agricultural district?

A historic Main Street?

A modern suburban streetscape? 

A special use district, such as an industrial  
or rail yard district in a larger city?

Defining Community CharaCter:  a CheCklist 

WHAT IS THE PLACE?

The countryside?

An urban street?

An industrial area?

What is the topography like? Gently sloping? Flat?

Are there natural features that help to shape the 
place? A stream?  A hillside?

WHAT IS THE SETTING?

Are there boundaries? Describe main thoroughfares. 
A river? Farmland? A rail line? An old canal?

Does it blend into other areas at its edges?

Does the architectural character change  
at the edges?

HOW DOES IT FIT 
IN ITS SETTING?

Downtown Springfield.
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How many types of streets run through the 
place? Describe each. Widths? Brick? Asphalt? 
Do they have curbs? Only gravel edges? How 
is vehicular parking handled? Are there alleys 
with garages?

What is the pattern of the streets? Grid? 
Curvilinear?

Can you see a pattern of land subdivision? 
Do large lots front large streets, and small lots 
front small streets? Are all lots pretty much the 
same?

Are there any special streets that seem to 
define the place? A boulevard? Does the main 
street become wider at a location where stores 
or other building types exist?

Do certain types of buildings seem to be 
located along certain types of streets? Are 
various land uses arranged by street type?

Are there one or more parks? Are they natural 
areas or planned recreation areas?

Document these descriptions on maps.

HOW IS THE 
PLACE ORGANIZED?

Do all of the buildings seem to have been 
built in the same historical period? Dates? If 
buildings were built in more than one period, 
try to date the various periods.

Research and document the history. How did 
the National Road influence its development?  
What period was it settled?  By whom?

What is the overall physical condition?  

Is there evidence of change? Has new 
development begun to “eat into” the fabric of 
the place? Has a new freeway ramp or road 
widening modified the place? Have important 
buildings been lost in recent years?

WHAT IS THE HISTORIC 
CONTExT OF THE PLACE? 
WHAT ARE THE PATTERNS OF
HISTORy AND DOES IT STILL
CONvEy THOSE PATTERNS? 

West Jefferson, Madison County.

Describe all typical building types. Number of 
stories? Height between grade and the first floor? 
Widths? Include features of each building type 
such as roof form, materials (brick, wood frame), 
proportions and types of windows and doors, 
spacing of windows and doors, porches, stone 
stoops and similar elements. Include original use for 
each type such as house, store or factory.

Describe the commonality of building materials 
used for each building type. Brick? Stone? Wood 
siding? Slate roofs? Metal roofs? Make note of 
common details. Wood bracket gutters? Stone 
lintels and sills? Fancy wood trim? Wood porch 
floors, ceilings and columns? 

Define the historical period for each type of 
building. Try to define its architectural style.

Describe how buildings are oriented to the street. 
Up close and all in a line? Set back so many feet, 
and all in a line? Other? Do the different types of 
buildings address the street differently?

Describe how buildings are oriented to each other. 
Width between buildings? Are accessory buildings 
like garages all located similarly in relation to the 
main building, like in the rear? Note how different 
types of buildings are oriented. Are they free-
standing or do they share party walls?

What is the general condition of buildings in each 
type? Are there common aspects of disrepair or 
dilapidation?

Define, describe and photograph all buildings that 
are different from the typical types. Locate these on 
a map.

DESCRIBE THE PREDOMINANT
ARCHITECTURAL
COMMONALITIES.
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DESCRIBE OTHER PHySICAL
ELEMENTS OR ASPECTS OF
THE PLACE AND ITS SETTING.

What does the typical street look like? Are they 
tree-lined?
Describe differences if types of streets look 
differently, one from the next.
Are there sidewalks or other pedestrian paths? 
Do special features like iron fencing exist to 
complement walks?
Are there special public features? Park benches? 
Tree lawns? Streetlights?
Is there a typical approach to deal with 
topographic change? For example, are front 
yards terraced up, with steps up to the front yard? 
Are walls used?
If there are different types of buildings, are they 
all mixed together?
Are there one or more special buildings that have 
the quality of being a visual landmark? A church 
with a tall steeple, for example?

What historic architectural styles, building types 
or methods of construction are observed in the 
place? Do these represent common local trends 
of the period, or the work of a professional 
architect? Do they possess high artistic value?
What are the significant historic themes associated 
with the place, and do existing features or 
buildings illustrate those themes? 
What are the important events or patterns of 
development that have occurred over time, and 
do existing features or buildings reflect those 
events or patterns?  
Are there individuals important to the past who 
are associated with features or buildings?
Do the features or buildings have integrity;  
that is, have they survived without major changes 
that diminish their original character?

Gratiot, Licking County. 

Community CharaCter and 
historiC distriCt designation

Historic districts are created when an area 
contains an ensemble of buildings or places that 
are significant as a group. The exercise in defining 
community character can point to a collection of 
historic resources (buildings, properties, roadway 
elements) in your community that may qualify for 
listing on the National Register of Historic Places 
or benefit from a design review ordinance that is 
intended to protect an area’s significant character. 
These designations can have tangible and 
intangible benefits for the communities in which 
they are located. Both of these tools are discussed 
in Tools and Resources for the Road, with some 
Ohio examples highlighted here. 

RuRal HisTORic DisTRicT
Elizabeth Township in Miami county is the first 
example of an entire township that was successfully 
nominated to the National Register of Historic 
Places as a Historic District in Ohio. covering nearly 
20,000 acres and including over 1,000 individual 
buildings, structures and objects, this rural historic 
district was listed because of its ability to convey 
its historic character as an agricultural township 
with road patterns and buildings from the 19th and 
early 20th centuries. 

SMall TOwn HisTORic DisTRicTs
Old washington in Guernsey county and Morristown 
in Belmont county are listed as historic districts 
on the National Register because of their intact 
pike town plan and collection of 19th century 
properties that convey the unique history of these 
communities. 

Main sTREET HisTORic DisTRicTs
Main street historic districts in cambridge and st. 
clairsville are listed on the national Register of 
Historic Places and also are protected by a local 
ordinance for design review. (see the st. clairsville 
case History on page 174.)
 
nEiGHBORHOOD HisTORic DisTRicTs
East High street Historic District in springfield is 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places as 
a residential neighborhood with distinctive patterns 
of historical and architectural development.

 www.ohiohistory.org

from the design file

EvALUATE SIGNIFICANCE
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NOTES



DEFINING HISTORIC CHARACTER

41

Common House Types on  
THe HisToriC naTional road 

I HOuSE (c. 1820-1890)
The most common 19th century house type along the National Road Scenic Byway 
is the I House. The I House is two stories in height, two rooms in length, but only 
one room deep. It may have three, four or five openings (or bays) on the primary 
façade, including either one or two entry doors. The roof is typically gabled, 
usually with chimneys at each end or at the center. Because of its form and classic 
symmetry, the I House was equally adaptable to the town and the countryside, 
making it a popular choice. While people often think its name somehow refers 
to the floor plan, the I House was given its name in the 1930s by a researcher who 
noted its frequent appearance in the three “I” states of Indiana, Illinois and Iowa. 

An example of a 3-bay I House in Harmony, a Clark County pike town.  

A 5-bay I House (with attached wing) in rural Licking County, near Amsterdam.  

In a pike town setting, I Houses often are set close together on narrow lots, sometimes with shared walls that create 
rowhouses typical of eastern cities such as Baltimore and Philadelphia (Englewood in Montgomery County on the left, 
and Old Washington in Guernsey County on the right). 

Typical 3-bay I House Plan

Typical 5-bay I House Plan
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SIDE HAllwAy (c. 1820-1880)
The descriptive name for this house type reflects the floor plan, indicating the 
location of the stair hall. This building type is sometimes called a Half house 
because it is approximately half of the I House, or only one room wide instead of 
two. This house type has three openings on the façade, with the entrance at the 
extreme left or extreme right. 

Side Hallway example in Fairview, Guernsey County pike town.

Identifying Your Building’s Type or Style 
Building Type and Building Style are terms that are used often in discussing historic architecture. What is 
the difference between the two, and how can they be useful in identifying the character of the National 
Road Scenic Byway?

Building type is defined as the structure’s function (what was it originally used for?) and form (what is its 
floor plan, overall shape, height, roof form, and arrangement of doors and windows?). Becoming familiar 
with historic building types helps you to identify, date and interpret buildings along the road. Building 
type classifications are very useful in understanding early historic house types.

Style is different from type: buildings of the same type may have different styles, and vice versa. 
Architectural style refers to an artistic or visual expression that is integrated into a building’s form and 
design. Throughout different periods of American history, certain stylistic influences have resulted in 
definitions of academic styles, like Federal, Greek Revival, Italianate, or Queen Anne. Few buildings 
display all of the characteristics of a particular style, but may have elements of that style, or even 
multiple styles. Other buildings may be vernacular, meaning that they are drawn from local, folk or ethnic 
traditions and may not have a definable style. Please see the sidebar on page 46, What Style Is It?, for 
more resources about identifying architectural styles. 

An excellent source for identifying Ohio building types and styles is How to Complete the Ohio Historic 
Inventory by Stephen C. Gordon, ©1992 by the Ohio Historical Society. The floor plans in this section 
are reprinted from that reference, with permission. Please note: the plans do not necessarily illustrate the 
buildings that are pictured. 

Typical Side Hallway Plan
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FOuR-OvER-FOuR (c. 1825-1890)
Although the façade is similar to an I House, the Four-over-Four building type is 
more substantial, containing four rooms on both first and second floors, instead 
of just two. It is often five bays wide, with a central entrance leading to an interior 
stair hall. The Four-over-Four was also a favorite plan for early taverns along the 
National Road. 

The house at Ebberts Farm Market near Blaine in Belmont County.

Typical Four-over-Four Plan

GAblED Ell (c. 1865-1900)
The Gabled Ell and T-plan house types were common in Ohio during the post-
Civil War era. They were equally adaptable to both narrow town lots and larger 
farm properties. These houses are typically 2 or 2½ stories, constructed of brick 
or frame, and can be given different stylistic treatments. The common feature is an 
intersecting gabled roofline, with two wings forming an “L” or a “T.”  

Frame Gabled Ell in Reynoldsburg, Franklin County.

Typical Gabled Ell Plan
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AmERICAN FOuRSquARE (c. 1900-1930)   
One of the most common house types in the early 20th century, the American 
Foursquare was popular from about 1900 to 1930. It was the ideal expression of 
the comfortable and affordable house, inexpensive to build and suited to small 
building lots. A typical house has two to two-and-one-half stories, a boxy shape, 
roof dormers and a front porch. 

W. Broad Street, Columbus. Typical American Foursquare Plan

buNGAlOw (c. 1905-1930)
The Bungalow is a building type that is closely identified with the early 20th 
century Craftsman movement. A characteristic feature is the front porch that is 
built into the house, with wide overhanging eaves and triangular, or knee-brace, 
brackets. 

Jacksonstown, Licking County.

Typical Bungalow Plan
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mID-CENTuRy RANCH (c. 1940-1970)
By the post World War II period, the ranch house had become extremely popular 
for developing residential neighborhoods. The ranch can be found in cities, villages 
and in out-lot development of farms or larger parcels. 

This contemporary 1958 ranch in New Concord, Muskingum County, has a modernistic design.

Typical Ranch Plan

This house exhibits the characteristic features of a ranch: the one story design, low pitched roof, and attached garage.
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What style is it?
A wide variety of architectural styles can 
be found in buildings along the National 
Road in Ohio. Styles exist on all types of  
buildings, including residential and commercial 
buildings, schools, churches, public buildings 
and industrial structures. 

Buildings can be high style, meaning that they 
have the important features of a style; they 
can have elements of a style; or they can be 
vernacular, meaning that they are drawn more 
from folk traditions than from an academic 
style. Keep in mind that most older buildings 
will not fit neatly into a stylistic category. Many 
structures along the National Road were built 
using vernacular, or folk, traditions that were 
passed down from generation to generation 
or were based on current building practices 
and local building materials in the area. These 
buildings are drawn from traditional forms 
and functionalism, rather than from the design 
principles of high style architecture. Vernacular 
buildings are as important to preserve as 
stylized buildings—they have much to teach 
about the traditions and history of the National 
Road. 

To determine a building’s style, look closely at 
its overall shape, the arrangement and style of 
doors and windows, and decorative features 
such as roofline details, window and door 
treatments, porches and bays. Some buildings 
may have architectural changes or additions 
that reflect a different style than the one that 
was used originally, as in the case where a 
Colonial Revival porch is added to an Italianate 
building. Use architectural references such as 
the ones listed in the Bibliography to become 
familiar with architectural styles from different 
periods and their defining characteristics. 
A careful evaluation can help to determine 
what’s original and what changes have been 
made over time. 

Fairview, Guernsey County.
Greek Revival Elements

Norwich, Muskingum County.          
Vernacular

Columbus, Franklin County. 
Commercial Italianate 

          Springfield, Clark County.
Neo-Classical Revival 

Old Washington, 
Guernsey County.
Italianate

West Jefferson, Madison County.
Romanesque Revival Elements 




