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GENEII Category I Honorable Mention 
 
AND MORNING BROKE 
By Bonnie Herrold 
 
James Copus lay in bed, eyes wide with worry. Moonlight streamed through the window to illuminate 
the musket hanging above the cabin’s one and only door. His ears strained to hear the sounds of the 
night. Was that a breeze moving the branches of his apple tree, or a soft footfall? 
 
He got out of bed quietly and pulled on his trousers, cringing at the forgotten creaky floorboard. The last 
thing he needed was a baby’s wail. The only sound was that of a small sigh escaping his wife’s lips. His 
eyes scanned the room, taking in his wife and four of his children. The littlest lay on her belly in the 
cradle, tiny thumb next to her soft lips. He 
touched her gently. The older five slept in the loft. His wife stirred as he lowered himself into the rocking 
chair, cradling the musket in his arms. 
 
Copus usually slept the sleep of the dead. His work as both a farmer and the only preacher thereabouts 
kept his days busy and his nights short. 
 
But trouble had been brewing. 
 
The year was 1812. President Madison had declared war on the British again. So soon after the last, not 
everyone agreed on such an action. The Reverend did nothing to hide his general dislike for war and 
continued to preach the commandment, Love Thy Neighbor, with the Indians expressly in mind. 
 
The Greentown Indians had set up a village back in 1783, long before his family’s arrival to Ohio in 1809. 
They numbered in the hundreds while the Copus family was the first of a handful of settlers. All but 
Ruffner seemed to get along with the Indians; leastways, they tolerated them knowing the importance 
of peace with those kinds of odds. 
 
But Copus did more than tolerate; he ministered to their needs and, ultimately, became their friend. 
 
And, just like that, the friendship invited trouble, particularly when his very survival depended on it. 
 
----- 
 
Copus recognized the officers as they rode up on their stallions. “Colonel Kratzer. Captain Douglas.” 
 
They nodded their greetings in return. 
 
“I pray, is there anything amiss?” asked Copus. He directed his question at Captain Douglas. He wanted 
little to do with the Colonel, who had proven himself most disagreeable throughout his stay in the area, 
always putting on airs as if he were better than the lot of hard-working farmers. 
 
Captain Douglas answered, “Indeed. Skirmishes with the Indians have been reported across the land. 
Colonel Kratzer insists . . . .” 



 
The Colonel gruffly interrupted. “The mandate comes from above.” 
 
“Yes, yes,” said Captain Douglas. “Our orders are that we remove the local Indians for a short time. We 
tried to speak with their leader, but he wanted nothing to do with us. I know that Chief Armstrong trusts 
you.” 
 
Copus replied, “Yes, of course; but where will the Indians go? This is their home.” 
 
“We will accompany them to Mansfield,” said the Captain. 
 
“Mansfield? But that is too far, and the conditions are said to be horrible!” 
 
“Rubbish!” said the Colonel. 
 
The Captain frowned and added, “The Indians will be well taken care of. Besides, we promise that we 
will leave the village as is; the Indians can come back as soon as it is safe.” 
 
“But, Sir, there will be no trouble from them. Cannot they stay? They are peaceful souls,” protested 
Copus. 
 
“I do not doubt it, but they must leave for their own safety,” said the Captain. 
 
“At least, wait until the harvest. It is so close, and their livelihood depends on it.” 
 
“They must move now,” Colonel Kratzer insisted. “Every moment brings with it peril.” 
 
“What peril is this of which you speak? My peril? I think not. Or are you threatening my neighbors?” He 
raised his voice, “You have no cause to move them. They have done you no harm!” 
 
“Man, can you not understand? You have no choice in the matter!” exploded the Colonel. 
 
Copus raised his eyebrows. “And what if I refuse?” 
 
“Obey my orders, or you will stand trial as a traitor,” threatened the Colonel. 
 
“But I am not a soldier to be ordered about!” sputtered Copus. 
 
“You will do as I say, or face the consequences. Surely, you do not want your wife to fend for herself. 
With all those children?” He sneered. “I understand you have quite a brood.” 
 
Copus’s shoulders slumped. “Apparently, I have no choice in the matter,” he mumbled. 
 
“That is correct. I expect you to follow my command upon the morrow.” Appeased, the Colonel softened 
his tone. “I assure you that they will not come to harm.” 
 
“Then it must be,” said Copus. 
 



----- 
 
Chief Armstrong greeted Copus with a wary eye. “Why do you come?” 
 
“Your tribe is in danger, friend,” said Copus. “You must leave your homes at once.” 
 
“Officers came by to tell us this. Look around you. There is our burial ground, where our children play, 
our homes. Our village is too big. No, we will not move.” 
 
“But you cannot stay!” cried Copus. 
 
“Do you speak for them, Reverend? Are we not friends?” 
 
“Yes, we are; and for that reason, I beg you to move. I am afraid of what will happen otherwise. If you 
do as they say, they have promised me that no harm will come to you or your village. With that in mind, 
I will welcome you back upon your speedy return.” 
 
“Do you believe them, Reverend?” 
 
“I do,” said Copus. “These men represent the government; they would not lie about something so big, so 
important.” 
 
The chief looked thoughtful. “I must think. Come back tomorrow, and I will give you my decision.” 
 
When Copus arrived the next day, the Indians looked subdued. Chief Armstrong said, “We will go. We 
put our trust in you,” he said. 
 
----- 
 
The next day, many soldiers came to escort the Indians from their land. After much confusion about 
what to pack and what to leave, the tribe formed an orderly exodus. The Reverend accompanied them. 
After traveling for a short time, one of the Indians looked back and screamed, “Look! Our village!” The 
image of billowing smoke prompted a few of the braves to escape, scattering like so much ash in the 
wind. 
 
Copus accused the soldiers, “What have you done? My life is worth nothing now.” 
 
----- 
 
After receiving the protection of the U. S. Army for a brief time, Copus began to worry about his farm 
and its inability to survive without the family to tend it. He hoped that his friendship with Chief 
Armstrong would ensure his safety. 
 
Soldiers accompanied the family home to see how things stood. No traces of Indians were seen. They 
left, assuring him that a few soldiers would return the next day. 
 
Since there was a lot of work to catch up on, the family set about its usual chores. The Reverend’s 12-
year-old daughter Sarah ran back to the cabin with the news that she had seen something move at the 



edge of the property. Her father accompanied her with his musket, but nothing seemed remiss. Perhaps 
it was only a deer. 
 
Later that afternoon, a neighbor, Johnny Appleseed, galloped up to the cabin. “The Indians killed 
Ruffner’s family, the entire lot! I must ride to spread the word!” 
 
“Children, children!” He rang the bell, and his family came running. “Make haste!” He shooed them 
inside and gathered them around him. They got on their knees and prayed for the safety of the 
community and their own well-being. 
 
----- 
 
Reverend Copus rocked slowly with musket loaded, waiting for morning to break. He let his family sleep. 
At the first glimpse of dawn, he opened the door cautiously and aimed his gun toward the forest. 
 
There was no hesitation. 
 
ZING! A tomahawk flew past his ear, and a gunshot exploded. Before he had a chance to fire back, he 
crumbled to the floor. 
 
  
AUTHOR'S NOTE 
 
The first settler of Mifflin Township, Richland (now Ashland) County, Ohio, was the Reverend James 
Copus (1775-1812). He is my fifth great grandfather. 
 
As early as 1803, President Andrew Jackson sanctioned a push of Native Americans westward. With the 
advent of the War of 1812, the U.S. military commanders worried that the Indians would side with the 
British. The Greentown Indians showed no sign of doing so; in fact, they rejected Tecumseh’s idea to 
band together to form a united front. 
 
The Indians felt safe within the natural boundaries of their village, surrounded as it was with rivers and 
forests. Maybe because of this, they welcomed my grandfather as their spiritual leader and friend. A few 
descendants insist that it was also because he was half-Cherokee on his mother’s side, but that theory 
remains unproven. 
 
Some historians claim that the fire was not planned nor expected. Others purport that the promise for a 
safe return was a ruse. As soon as the Native Americans left, a few soldiers claimed the valuable items, 
and then torched the community. The betrayal sparked revenge and doomed Reverend Copus to a 
certain death on September 15, 1812. 
 
The tragedy that followed became known in history as the Copus Massacre. It is well-documented, 
including through Ohio historical markers; however, an amazing number of accounts reveal an equally 
amazing number of variations on what exactly happened. My account is simply another version of what 
might have happened. We know two things for sure: 1) He and the three soldiers who died that day 
were buried at the foot of an apple tree near the south side of his cabin. Seventy years later, a 
monument was erected in 
their honor, reading: “James Copus and Three Soldiers, George Shipley, John Tedrick and Warnick, 



KILLED BY THE INDIANS, Sept. 15, 1812. An adjoining side reveals a connection to Johnny Appleseed, 
“Johnny Appleseed died Mar. 11, 1845, Buried Near Fort Wayne, Ind.” 2) Surprisingly, his wife and all 
nine of his children survived. 
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