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Ohio Town. By Helen Hooven Santmyer. ([Columbus]: The Ohio 
State University Press, 1962. Pp. 309. Endpaper map, illustrations. 
$5.75.) 

This book mingles undocumented history and personal memories 
in a nostalgic effort to evoke the past of Xenia, Ohio, and contrast it 
with the town at present. The result is a lively account that entices 
the reader’s attention from the first page to the last. 

As Miss Santmyer says in her “Acknowledgments”: “The following 
sketches are drawn mostly from memory, mine or my elders’; the passage 
of time may have colored some events to the detriment of accuracy.” 
Perhaps this is so. Yet one feels that, though she may be unwittingly 
at times a bit unfaithful to the facts, the broad truth of her narrative 
remains. The author gives as her secondary sources Howe’s Historical 
Collections of Ohio, four histories of Greene County, Black’s The Little 
Miami Railroad, and the reminiscences of various citizens published in 
the Xenia Daily Gazette. In addition, she used a “Cemetery Book” and 
public library records to enrich two of the sketches. 

In all, Miss Santmyer presents thirteen of these sketches, centering 
on the chief landmarks of Xenia. She includes (besides the cemetery 
and the library) the courthouse, the church, the school, the Opera 
House, the main streets, the railroad that runs through the center of 
the town, and the covered bridges spanning the creeks that bisect 
nearby country roads. She writes with understanding and affection of 
the unusually large Negro population concentrated in the East End. 
Indeed, the author’s deepest interest throughout the book is in the people, 
from the “leading citizens” and the millionaires, who were not quite 
sure how they were expected to behave, to the lowliest servants, who 
seemed to feel no stigma in performing the most menial tasks. 

In her references to persons, however, I note two puzzling omissions. 
Except for merely mentioning a book by Whitelaw Reid, she makes no 
allusion to him or to another Xenia native, Ridgely Torrence. After 
growing up in Xenia, Reid attended nearby Miami University before 
going on to New York, where he became editor of the Tribune; later 
he served as our ambassador at the Court of St. James and as the 
Republican nominee for vice-president in 1892. Likewise from Xenia, 
Torrence attended Miami two years, was graduated from Princeton, 
and became a noted editor, poet, and dramatist in New York City. If 
Torrence was not indelibly a part of Xenia, the town was inerasably 
a part of him, for his Plays f o r  the Negro Theater (1917) grew partly 
from his direct acquaintance with and love for the colored people of 
Xenia. Surely Miss Santmyer has her own reasons for omitting the 
two most illustrious sons of her town. Still, in my opinion, she errs in 
the omission. 

She sees all the persons and places in her book with the double 
vision of a small girl experiencing and a grown woman remembering 
and revisiting. Often she writes with poignant regret of the changes 
industrialization has wrought in the little city whose freedom she enjoyed 
in childhood and adolescence. Of her characterizations I liked especially 
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those of Miss McElwain, the old-time librarian who ruled with strictness 
her little kingdom, and of Dr. Will, the general practitioner who 
always took time to visit in a leisurely manner with his patients. 
Interesting likewise is her mention of the interurban lines, now entirely 
faded from the scene, and of the shrill whistle of the steam locomotive 
which interrupted the famous Joe Jefferson and lesser players in 
performances at the Opera House before giving way to the low moan 
of the Diesel. 

Miss Santmyer has not only a retentive memory and a quick eye 
for the interesting anecdote; she has also an  admirable literary style, 
a fact not particularly strange since she has published two novels. 
She expresses herself with particularity and vividness. For example, 
in describing a country road which crossed a covered bridge, she 
writes: “A road like this was not built for anyone in a hurry. It 
follows every curve of the stream, and when the flat space narrows so 
that i t  must cross to the other bank, i t  approaches the covered bridge 
at a right angle and then, without any wide graded curve, turns abruptly 
and disappears into the dark mouth of the tunnel” (p. 258). 

Somewhat carried away with her subject, the author asserts, 
“The town is Winesburg and Spoon River, it is Highbury and Cranford, 
it is even Illyria and Elsinore” (p. SO). Miss Santmyer’s Xenia, however, 
bears little resemblance to any of these fictional places, each of them 
unique. Her book, rather, recalls the work of another novelist who 
once lived near Xenia. I refer, of course, to William Dean Howells and 
his A Boy’s Town, which also happens to chronicle the life of another 
southwestern Ohio town, Hamilton. To say that it deserves a place on 
the same shelf with Howells’ interesting book is to indicate the chief 
merit of Ohio Town. 

Miami University Eldon C. Hill 

Benjamin Franklin Wade: Radical Republican from Ohio. By H. L. 
Trefousse. (New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1963. Pp. 404. 
Frontispiece, notes, bibliography, index. $6.50.) 

Noting that there is only one biography of Wad+and this one 
written shortly after his death-and that most writers who have 
evaluated him have given an  unfavorable view of him personally and 
politically, Professor Trefousse resolved that a more extensive biography 
and a reappraisal of the Ohio leader were in order. The biography 
is based upon extensive research and the reappraisal leaves an image 
of Wade as a reformer, a humanitarian interested in emancipation of 
the slaves and the welfare of the Negro, and an aggressive fighter 
whose tactics furthered his aims, even if his opponents sometimes 
construed such tactics as too militant. 

The author follows Wade’s New England background and his early 
political career in Ohio; his career as United States senator during the 
stormy decade of the 1860’s; his activities during the Civil War period 
as chairman of the Committee on the Conduct of the War and as a 
not infrequent critic of Lincoln’s policies; and, finally, his break with 




