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they were “unwittingly and reluctantly drawn into founding the orga-
nization”  when they “stumbled upon a real estate listing advertising 
7 Caves, a 100-year old historic cave park in the heart of the Rocky 
Fork Gorge, for sale.”   The asking price was 1.2 million dollars--well 
beyond their means.  After unsuccessfully persuading others to pur-
chase it, they formed a non-profit organization to take on the task.  The 
former Benevolence Bakery, owned by one of the founding partners 
and located in Columbus’ North Market, became the center for rais-
ing funds to purchase the land.  The popular bakery’s promotional 
and fund raising efforts, informational hikes they led by the group at 7 
Caves, and a loan from the Nature Conservancy allowed the group to 
buy the perimeter 47 acres of the property for $203,000 by the end of 
1995.  It contained some of the most spectacular scenery to be found 
in the state — a 100 foot deep river canyon with vertical walls, sink-
ing springs, and waterfalls.  Left in 7 Cave’s ownership were some of 
the park’s most beautiful geologic features and finest hiking trails, as 
well as the visitor center, parking lots, and the seven caves themselves. 

It took another decade of fund raising and 
negotiations for the Sanctuary to finally take 
ownership and operation of the last thirteen 
acres of 7 Caves in 2006.  Since then they have 
restored the caves back to their natural condi-
tion, and turned the lands around the Forest 
Museum into a nature preserve.  The organi-
zation does not allow public visitation to the 
actual caves, but does allow hiking along the 
Rocky Forge Gorge near the Forest Museum 
and by permit in other areas.  Details of how 
to access permission and hours can be found 
on the web site www.highlandssanctuary.
org.      

  Since that time the initial efforts put into the 
Sanctuary by a devoted few has been dwarfed 
by a cadre of grass-roots volunteers. Today, 
only four employees are involved in run-
ning the Sanctuary’s education programs, 14 
miles of hiking trails, land management and 
protection oversight, newsletter publication, 
e-magazine production, and three overnight 
lodges — the rest of the labor is volunteer.   
To date the organization has purchased over 
3,000 acres of land, 2000 of which are in the 
Rocky Fork Gorge and 1,000 in botanical hot 
spots scattered along a the Arc of Appala-

chia, a region the organization defines as a ninety mile crescent which 
outlines the leading edge of the Appalachian foothills beginning in the 
Hopewell Culture’s “motherland” of  Chillicothe, Ohio to its southern 
tip across the Ohio River into northern Kentucky.   Acquisitions have 
included old-growth forest patches in the Highlands, one of the world’s 
densest colonies of snow trillium (Trillium nivale) at Chalet Nivale 
Preserve, the only protected site for the rare Golden Star Lily (Erythro-
nium rostratum) at the Gladys Riley Preserve, the wildflower-rich Ohio 
Bluffs Preserve on the Ohio River, and the largest remnants of tall-grass 
and short grass prairies remaining in southern Ohio at Kamama Prairie 
and Plum Run Preserves.   

The organization’s track record in preserving and protecting natural 
heritage resources has not gone unnoticed.  During the past year they 
have been selected by the Ohio Historical Society as the local organi-
zation to manage Ohio’s undoubtedly most significant outdoor heri-
tage site, The Serpent Mound, located in nearby Adams County.   

A few years ago the organization was visited by Tom Butler, an environ-
mental journalist who was putting together a book on ecological pres-
ervation stories.  He shared inspiring stories from around the world 
that humbled their effort, but when leaving he astounded the volun-
teers and staff by saying, “ So far, of all the projects I have researched 
for this book, and all the people I have talked to, the Highlands is one 
of my favorites.”   When pressed as to why, he said, “Most preservation 
success stories revolve around one or two wealthy benevolent philan-
thropists. And that’s incredibly beautiful. But here at the Sanctuary, it 
is truly grassroots. It’s a creation of many people against all odds. And 
that gives me hope.” 
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It would be safe to say that most Ohio Hill Country Heritage Area 
members value the region’s natural assets as much as they do its 
historic treasures.  Our mission makes clear that stewardship of our 
history, nature and culture are the interrelated features of our effort 
to contribute to a healthy region.  Each member may have different 
values about what is appropriate stewardship.  For instance when it 
comes to historic buildings opinions range from those who wish for 
restoration to be exactly to the original state, to those who see historic 
elements being blended with modern design for adaptive reuse as 
ideal.  OHCHA’s leadership has long contended that there is room for 
all of us who care about these three resources under our umbrella, 
and we believe that we are strengthened by learning about a wide 
range of perspectives regarding stewardship and appropriate devel-
opment of these gifts.  The Arc of Appalachia Preserve System illus-
trates this point when it comes to stewardship of our abundant nature.

The Arc of Appalachia is the most pure effort to deeply respect, 
protect and restore the abundant diversity of 
plant and animal species of which we are aware 
of in our region.   Not all may agree with their 
“sanctuary” approach to protecting their land, 
but few can criticize the beauty of the land 
they have saved.  OHCHA’s �5�R�D�P�L�Q�·���7�K�H���+�L�O�O�V��
�6�H�U�L�H�V will make its next trek a visit their High-
lands Nature Sanctuary located in the Rocky 
Fork Gorge in Highland County on Saturday, 
June 12.  (see box for details).

In 1995 the Highlands Nature Sanctuary pub-
lished its first black and white brochure without 
any pictures. It asked the question, “Wilder-
ness, if you could, would you save it?”  This 
question  reflected the “wilderness restora-
tion in southern Ohio”  mission adopted by 
this newly formed non-profit at the time.  With 
three volunteers, no money and no acreage in 
deed, the Sanctuary existed by merely a name 
and a dream.  Today, the organization -- now 
named The Arc of Appalachia Preserve System 
-- has raised over $10 million dollars and has 
purchased over 3,000 acres of forests, prairies 
and wetlands in Ohio in twelve separate pre-
serves.  Though patient in their approach, the 
organization is very serious when they say,  “To 
bring wilderness back to the Eastern temperate 
forests requires the purchase of an immense amount of land.  We need 
the help of everyone who still believes wilderness is possible...”

How have they done it?  For anyone who has attended a slide show 
presentation by founder Nancy Stranahan, it appears to be simple.  
The clear focused compassion that she and her peers have for telling 
the story of the ecological importance of the temperate forest found 
in the eastern United States, combined with elegant photography of 
the land that they are saving, provide for a very persuasive argument.  
By the end of her presentation, if you have any inclination to love the 
forest, you are ready to write a check.  When you leave, you will no 
longer think of our forests just as forests, but rather  as “cradles of bio-
diversity.”  Other strategies employed are beautifully designed edu-
cational literature and programs that begin at the Sanctuary’s Appala-
chian Forest Museum located in the heart of the Highlands Sanctuary.  
The building once served as the entrance to the 7 Caves Park that 
took visitors to the now closed-to-the-public underground caverns. 

According to the founders, it all started when two former Ohio State 
Park employees-turned retailers bought land privately in the region 
in their own personal effort to create a nature preserve.  They claim 
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Ohio’s Hill Country 
One Legislator’s Perspective

by State Representative Debbie Phillips 
Anyone reading this newsletter probably already 
has a deep appreciation of the land, people, and 
rich cultural history of southeastern Ohio. But in a 
time when our communities see a steady stream of 
young people leaving home to find their fortune 
elsewhere, we need to think about these riches in 
a larger context. 

Of course we get a sense of connection and un-
derstanding when we learn more about culture 
and heritage. But how can we translate that sense 
of belonging, of place, and of community into 
something tangible, that will help preserve the 
very qualities we value in our region?

I believe that preserving and protecting our heritage brings tangible ben-
efits. I believe we can create strong, resilient communities that honor the past, 
while still remaining relevant in the global economy. And I believe that the 
values demonstrated by a love of our local community can help us achieve a 
balance in a world that sometimes seems to forget its roots while reaching for 
the heights. Our heritage is worth preserving for its own sake, but also for the 
welfare of our children and our communities.

Understanding where we come from can help us develop and strengthen a 
sense of community pride. Little Cities of Black Diamonds, the restoration of 
the Eclipse Company Town, the historic marker at the Millfield Mine Disaster 
site, and the festivals that dot the landscape in the summer months – all these 
are examples of trying to keep the history and culture of our region alive in 
our present-day communities. 

When we take the time to remember the importance of our area to Ohio’s 
steel industry; the hard-fought battles for worker safety in the mines; and the 
bravery shown by people of our region in helping the work of the Under-
ground Railroad— all this helps us take pride in our roots. 

Too often, people from outside see only the poverty and isolation of rural 
Appalachian Ohio. And sadly, we sometimes listen to them, and begin to feel 
hopeless about the challenges we face. 

But if we take the time to learn about and remember the bravery, generosity, 
and kindness of the people who live here, it can help us re-connect with that 
great southern Ohio can-do spirit. Pride in our heritage can help us maintain 
a sense of community, and the strength to cope with the challenges of today. 
We’ve seen tough times, and helped each other through them. And we can do 
it again!

Preserving our heritage can also improve our quality of life. We have won-
derful resources in southeastern Ohio: the Hocking Hills, the Ohio River, the 
opera houses, the festivals, innovative people, colleges and universities, and 
the beauty of the hills. 

By protecting those assets that make Ohio’s Hill Country unique, we’re pro-
tecting what we love about our daily lives. Whether it’s driving along a ridge-
runner road in Morgan County, or filling up a shopping bag with great food 
from the farmers market, we have everyday joys that are worth protecting.

And those assets can also be a real source of economic development, if we 
work together as a region. People come from all over to enjoy the cultural and 
natural riches of Ohio’s Hill Country. With improved broadband access, we 
can help people who are looking for that balance of economic opportunity 
and a high quality of life. 

Visitors enjoy their trips to the region, and their tourism dollars make a 
healthy contribution to our local economies. Many of those visitors yearn for 
the kind of communities we have the good fortune to live in. If we protect 
the things that make southeastern Ohio special, we can build a sustainable 
economy that will enable our children to stay in the area, if they choose. 

We have seen the impacts of boom-and-bust economic cycles. Those of us 
who care about our heritage also need to absorb the lessons our history 
teaches. If we want to see long-term prosperity for our region, we have to 
work together to promote a kind of development that represents a real invest-
ment in our community. 

Economic development strategies are ever-evolving. Many economic devel-
opment professionals are getting interested in looking at an area’s strengths, 
and developing industry clusters around them. Tourism is one of the 
strengths of our region. With an increased interest in eco-tourism, agricultural 
tourism, and heritage tourism, we have plenty of assets to leverage.  

If we collaborate to protect the heritage of our region, we’ll reap significant 
benefits. We will deepen our sense of pride in our communities. We will 
recognize the blessings we share to live in such a beautiful and interesting 
part of Ohio. And, we will help to strengthen our regional economy so that 
our children have the choice to raise their families here, and carry on these 
honorable traditions. 

State Representative Debbie Phillips of Athens is serving her first term representing the 
92nd Ohio House District, which includes areas of Athens, Meigs, Morgan and Washing-
ton Counties.
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Heritage Awards
Inspiring Practices 

The Belpre Historical Society is the latest recipient of an Ohio Hill Coun-
try Heritage Area Award.  The presentation was made by board members 
at the March 20 Roamin’ The Hills event at the Belpre Historical Society 
building.  BHS president and long time Hill Country supporter Nancy 
Sams accepted the award.  OHCHA recognizes the BHS as an outstanding 
example of sustained, grass roots collection and presentation of history at 
the local level.  The Society’s Underground Railroad Collection and Farm-
er’s Castle Museum, along with programming for all ages enriches their 
community, Washington County, and the nationally significant story of 
early settlements along the Ohio River.  Visitors to Roamin’ The Hills at the 
Farmer’s Castle Museum were treated to an overview of the BHS efforts, a 
fascinating presentation by Underground Railroad historian Henry Burke 
and a tour of a nearby mansion, adapted for reuse by a local business.    

Photo Contest
Experimenting with ways 
to connect to with the 
region, OHCHA recently 
helped sponsor a photo 
contest in conjunction 
with the Perry County 
Art Walk in Somerset.  
The response was very 
encouraging with over 90 
pieces on display in the 
Somerset Courthouse 
(circa 1829).  Picture 
above is a scene from 
the event.  (Photo by Tom 
O’Grady)   

The Real Story of Architecture
By Tim Traxler, OHCHA Board Member

The real story of architecture is not one of monuments of design, or of 
affluent spending on monuments to wealth; it lies in the relationship of 

buildings to human lives.  Buildings are built for utility or to fulfill a dream, 
and they in turn shape the lives lived within and of those passing by.  Over 
time, they become a kind of tangible scrapbook of memory, a silent record 
of joy and tragedy and all the mundane details of life, and of time marked 
by reminders of our past.  Some become landmarks of history; others pass 
without notice or comment from generation to generation.  They all, how-
ever grand or modest, become the framework on which the fabric-of-our-
communities are built, and without them the stories that record our lives 

have less meaning or are lost forever.    

O
H

C
H

A
 

P
O

 B
ox

 1
14

Sh
aw

n
ee

, O
H

 4
37

82

74
0-

39
4-

20
08

  •
 w

w
w

.o
h

io
h

il
lc

ou
n

tr
y.

or
g

 
e-

m
ai

l:
 a

d
m

in
@

oh
io

h
il

lc
ou

n
tr

y.
or

g
 


