
 

 

Manasseh Cutler: The Man Who Helped Design the 

American Frontier 

Before my ancestors built homes, someone had to imagine a nation where those homes could 

exist. 

Before the vineyards overlooking the Ohio River... 

Before the German churches... 

Before the farms, schools, railroads, and neighborhoods... 

There was a bold idea written onto parchment in 1787. 

The Northwest Ordinance did more than organize land. It organized hope. 

Every generation of my family—whether arriving from Bavaria, Ireland, Sicily, England, or the 

Shenandoah Valley—stepped onto a stage that had been prepared decades before they arrived. 

This is not merely the story of one family. 

It is the story of how great ideas become ordinary lives—and how ordinary lives, lived faithfully, 

become the history of a nation. 

This is the deeper purpose of KeepGoingKeepLoving.com—not simply to 
preserve my family's history, but to understand how one ordinary family became 
part of the larger American story and an extraordinary national experiment.   

And here I would like to praise the great legacy of one man…. Manasseh Cutler.  He reminds 

us that history is not shaped only by soldiers who win battles or presidents who lead nations. 

Sometimes it is shaped by thoughtful men who write enduring laws, plan wisely for generations 

they will never meet, and quietly prepare a place where ordinary families can flourish. 

History remembers Washington, Jefferson, Adams, Franklin, Hamilton, and 
Madison. Yet the America my ancestors inherited also owes an enormous debt to 
a quieter founder—Manasseh Cutler. Though rarely included among the famous 
Founding Fathers, his vision helped determine what kind of nation would grow 



north of the Ohio River.

 

When I first encountered Manasseh Cutler in David McCullough's The Pioneers, I expected to 

meet a land promoter. Instead, I met one of the most remarkable Americans of the Revolutionary 

generation. 

Cutler was a Congregational minister in Massachusetts, but his interests reached far beyond the 

pulpit. He was a physician, scientist, botanist, surveyor, educator, military chaplain during the 

Revolution, and one of the most respected scholars in New England. Benjamin Franklin admired 



him. George Washington respected him. Wherever his curiosity led, Cutler seemed determined 

to master another field of knowledge. McCullough portrays him as one of those rare eighteenth-

century figures who believed that faith, science, education, and public service were all parts of 

the same calling. 

In 1787, Cutler traveled to New York—not as an elected politician, but as the representative of 

the Ohio Company of Associates, a group of Revolutionary War veterans and investors hoping to 

purchase land in the vast territory north of the Ohio River. Congress desperately needed money, 

and Cutler understood that this gave him unusual influence. He was not merely buying land; he 

was helping shape the rules by which an entirely new region of the United States would be 

governed. 

Using patience, diplomacy, and remarkable political skill, Cutler won the confidence of many of 

the nation's leading statesmen. McCullough describes how he moved comfortably among 

members of Congress, earning their respect through both intellect and character. During these 

negotiations, Cutler became one of the principal influences behind the Northwest Ordinance of 

1787, a document that would guide the settlement of nearly a quarter of the future United States. 

What emerged was astonishingly forward-looking. The ordinance guaranteed religious liberty, 

trial by jury, and due process. It established that territories would become equal states rather than 

permanent colonies. It prohibited slavery throughout the Northwest Territory—more than 

seventy years before the Civil War—and declared that "religion, morality, and knowledge" were 

essential to good government. It encouraged public schools and reserved lands to support 

education, including what would become Ohio University, the first public universities 

established in the Northwest Territory. 

Reading McCullough's account, I was struck by how different Cutler's vision was from the 

simple pursuit of land and wealth. He understood that a successful frontier required more than 

farms and roads. It needed schools, churches, courts, laws, and educated citizens. He believed 

that democracy depended upon an informed and moral people, and that these institutions had to 

be planned before thousands of settlers arrived. 

Looking back across my own family history, I realize that my ancestors entered a world that 

Cutler helped imagine. The German immigrants who planted vineyards on the hillsides of Delhi 

Township, the Irish laborers who built lives in Cincinnati, and later the Italian families who 

opened businesses along the river—all found opportunity within a framework established 

decades before they arrived. Long before my ancestors stepped ashore in America, men like 

Manasseh Cutler had already begun preparing the stage upon which their lives would unfold. 

That may be Cutler's greatest legacy. He reminds us that history is not shaped only by soldiers 

who win battles or presidents who lead nations. Sometimes it is shaped by thoughtful men who 

write enduring laws, plan wisely for generations they will never meet, and quietly prepare a 

place where ordinary families can flourish. 

 



When John Knecht crossed the Atlantic from Bavaria in 1836, he probably had never 

heard the name Manasseh Cutler. When the Henslers planted farms or vineyards above the 

Ohio River in the 1850s, they likely knew nothing of the debates in Congress nearly seventy 

years earlier. Yet every deed they signed, every surveyed farm they purchased, every 

school their children attended, and every right they enjoyed rested upon a foundation that 

Cutler and his colleagues had helped lay in the summer of 1787. 

Great ideas often become invisible. They disappear into the landscape until, generations 

later, we realize we have been walking upon them all along. 
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