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Normally when we think about the economics of
canals we focus on the costs of building and operating
them. However, canals influenced lives of those who
lived along them, worked on them, received shipments
via them, etc. For example, some merchants who oper-
ated along the canal routes were very successful but
others faced considerable losses as the canals failed.
One such merchant was Joseph L. Sloan.

Joseph L. Sloan was born in New Jersey about
1801. By the early 1820s he had located in Indianapolis,
the new state capital. He became associated with a
merchant there by the name of Daniel Yandes. Yandes
was impressed with the pleasing manners of young Jo-
seph and offered him a job.

At about the same time the Indiana General As-
sembly, after determining there were enough pioneer
communities in Montgomery county and the Wabash
New Purchase in Indiana to carve out a new county, ap-
proved an Act for its creation on December 30, 1825.
There were several proposals as to where the new
county’s seat would be located and it became quite a
contest. Although Attica had been platted on March 19,
1825 prior to the Act, it was not deemed suitable for
the county seat. Some thought the geological center of
the county near the forks of Coal Creek would be appro-
priate while others wanted it high on a bluff over the
river at Portland. Isaac Coleman, who knew the Wabash
river would provide an avenue of transportation, entered
80 acres of land on which Covington was later platted.
He laid out a town and attempted to have it named the
county seat by offering to donate lots for schools, a
piece of ground for a cemetery, and four out of five of
all the remaining lots if his donation would become the
“permanent” seat of justice. However, if Covington be-
came the county seat and later the county seat was

=

moved elsewhere, Coleman’s donation could be seized
by his heirs with all its fixtures because his will to the
county had been broken.

This area officially became a county on April 1,
1826 and was named for Kentucky Major James Foun-
tain, who was killed at Harmar’s Defeat on October 22,

11790 near Fort Wayne. Coleman along with David

Vance, Sheriff of Montgomery County, and John Wil-
son, Clerk of the Court of Montgomery County, who
also were proprietors of the town, were successful in
getting the county seat on July 25, 1826 at a meeting
of the authorities. At that meeting the county agent was
ordered to re-survey the town site, correct it and pre-
sent a plat to the “Board.” It's county seat was named
Covington, probably after a town in Virginia, Coleman’s
home state. At the time there were only a few squatters
in the town — John Gilliam, a poor man with a large
family who lived in a small log cabin on ground where
the jail was later built, and Joseph Griffith with his son
Barton. Covington was not officially platted until Sep-
tember 1, 1828 by Joseph L. Sloan and David Rawles.

|

Daniel Yandes, being a rising merchant in Indian-
apolis, saw an opportunity to be one of the first to es-
tablish a branch business outlet in the new county so he
sent Joseph Sloan to Covington with a small stock of
goods. Sloan arrived in October of 1826 after making
his way through the wilderness, often having to chop
through dense woods. He had to quickly erect a log
“business house” to protect his merchandise from the
weather. Settlers located nearby and others from farther
away were eager to help build Covington's first business
establishment. Joseph Baum, James Bilsland, John Gil-
lam, Joseph and Barton Griffith, Lucas Nebeker, Joseph
Shelby, John Steeley, and James Whitley worked on its
construction and Anderson White brought his ox team
seven miles from Coal Creek to help. The building was
about 14 ft. x 18 ft., was constructed of un-hewn logs,
and was daubed and plastered. Iron nails were used to
build the shelving. Nails were a popular but very scarce
item on the frontier. Sloan’s business soon out grew the
structure and a small frame building was erected, which
he used for several years. It occupied a portion of lot
93. He also built a dwelling on lot 94 soon after his arri-
val. It later was owned by Wm. C. B. Sewell, his
brother-in-law.

Sloan hired Barton Griffith as clerk for his store.
Griffith largely managed the business. The store immedi-
ately became the gathering spot for the surrounding
farmers.

At this time rivers such as the Wabash and the
Ohio served as the major transportation routes because
there were no good overland roads or no canals. But the
Wababsh also a problem with the rapids just below Vin-
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