
Ohio’s Hill Country Heritage Area is seeking members for its newly created Heritage Resource Council.  Members of the 
council will serve as community resources and provide information and advice about heritage issues to local organizations, 
communities and individuals.  “It’s hard to get to know everyone working on heritage issues in every county within the heri-
tage area,” board member Tim Traxler said.  “Lots of important expertise presently goes unnoticed and untapped.  Building 
a network of like-minded individuals will make it easier to share information and, we hope, spur more interest and projects.”

Heritage Council members and their areas of expertise will be listed on the OHCHA website (www.ohiohillcountry.org) so 
people can contact them directly and seek information and advice about their specific areas of expertise.  For example, community members 
can contact Tom Johnson, Mayor of Somerset and OHCHA board member, if they need expert heritage preservation and development opinion 
regarding local government,  grant writing, or understanding funding sources for civic and preservation projects, as Johnson has experience with 
each. People with knowledge about heritage projects in general, and also in specific areas such as barn restoration, mining history, watershed 
protection and oral history are invited to become part of the Heritage Council network.  For more information visit www.ohiohillcountry.org.   

Society after retiring in 1990 from a 30-year teaching career. 
  On a late-December day, OHCHA board members Tom O’Grady 
and Tim Traxler drove to Cincinnati to present an OHCHA Heritage 
Education Award to Dr. Hubert Wilhelm, a native of Germany, who 

taught cultural geography 
at Ohio University for 
more than thirty years. His 
research on settlement 
patterns and origins of 
immigrants into the Ohio 
Country in the 19th century 
has been instrumental 
in the understanding of 
Ohio’s cultural landscape.  
His infectious enthusiasm 
has inspired many to learn 
more about the people 
who used local resources 
and cultural traditions to 
build the foundations of 
Ohio’s economy.   His study 

and presentations on Ohio 
barns in the 1980’s was 

influential in the popular movement to tell the stories of the Ohio’s 
Hill Country.  Grateful for the visit to his new home near his family, he 
encouraged a repeat visit saying, ”Please come again, we need an 
infusion of Appalachia.”  

fellow members carry out projects ranging from restoring historic 
buildings and building  hiking trails to applying for grants and getting 
a site nominated to the National Register.  We will continue to Roam 
the Hills in 2010, learning from each other’s work.  We envision other 
gatherings to discuss specific topics of interest to members once our 

capacity to organize additional events grows.  Our 
next Roamin’ The Event event is set for March 20 in 
Belpre (see story reverse page).  The opportunity 
to build relationships at events like these renews 
each of us as we go back to our own communities 
and projects.

Who is doing this work for OHCHA?  Your OHCHA 
Board which numbers six volunteer persons at this 
time, all who have full time jobs.  Is this effort sus-
tainable by such a small group?  No!  We need the 
collective financial wealth of a growing member-
ship.  These funds will help to contract out certain 
functions to make the organization more viable 
over time, eventually hiring staff.  We also need 
active members who will volunteer along with the 
board to collect resources,  share knowledge and 
gather groups of like minded people who love 
the place where they live and want to be stewards 
and appropriate developers of its assets.   So we 

ask you to think regionally, while continuing to act locally in 2010, by 
becoming a member of Ohio’s Hill Country Heritage Area.  You can do 
so by returning the enclosed membership form with a check or money 
order.  Together we can make this special part of Ohio a place that is 
sustained and nurtured by its abundance of authentic assets cared for 
by a community of creative, dedicated people!
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   With twenty years of leadership in historic preservation work in 
Perry County, Joanne Hoover of Somerset received the Ohio’s Hill 
Country Heritage Area Lifetime Achievement Award at OHCHA’s 
“Roamin’ the Hills” event at Glenford Native American Fort in 
October.  As the President 
of the Historical Society 
of Perry County, Hoover 
opposed the effort to sell 
the Society’s museum 
building when there was 
pressure for the sale. She 
developed a playing card 
set featuring historic sites 
in the county,  which has 
raised approximately 
$30,000 over the past 
two years, helping to 
restore the facility.  She 
has helped organize 
events such as Civil War 
Days, sponsored history 
programs in the schools, 
sponsored essay contests, 
and initiated other preservation activities, including the recent 
purchase of a two-story log tavern in Somerset.  Built in 1807 when 
Thomas Jefferson was President, it is the oldest log tavern structure 
in the state.  Hoover became President of the Perry County Historical 

OHCHA Heritage Awards Recognize Leadership, Research & Education

2010 Membership Drive
Connecting Our Efforts, Building A Regional Community

Giving voice to, and connecting the hundreds of community orga-
nizations and thousands of  citizens who believe in the value of our 
authentic historic, cultural, recreational and environmental assets in 
the hills of Ohio is a complicated task.  Ohio’s Hill Country Heritage 
Area is determined to tackle it in this unique part of Ohio that oozes 
with “real deal” places, people and stories that 
stand in sharp contrast to “Anywhere USA” where 
strip malls, chain restaurants and cookie cutter 
subdivisions numb the imagination.  We celebrate 
the revival of our organization during 2009 with 
the reestablishment of this newsletter, the contin-
ued recognition of “inspiring practices” via our 
Heritage Awards program, and the launching of 
our Roamin’ the Hills events that gathered enthu-
siasts at intriguing places such as the Stockport 
Mill in Morgan County, the Buckeye Trail Barn 
in Harrison County, the Ohio Paw Paw Festival 
in Athens County, and the Fort Glenford Native 
American Site in Perry County.

Sustaining and expanding this effort is our 2010 
challenge.  We have much to learn from one an-
other.  We are working to develop a structure of 
communications that connect organizations and 
citizens (our members and potential members) 
to one another.  We envision being a clearinghouse of information, 
ideas and inspirations for people throughout the 31-county region. 
Our web site is being redesigned to provide more information for 
members, including a blog feature.  We are soon to have a Facebook 
page, and a new Heritage Resource Council (story this page) will 
connect members with experienced resource persons who can help 

Left: Joanne Hoover (center in yellow) with several OHCHA board members after receiving the her 
award .  From left, Tom Johnson, John Winnenberg, Hoover, Bojinka Bishop, and Tim Traxler.  
Right:  Dr. Wilhelm, center left, flanked by his wife Connie, daughter Suzanne, and Traxler. 

Heritage Resources Council Created

Restoring Historic Houses in Zanesville



By Tom O’Grady

Belpre Finds its Origins as a Fortress in the Wilderness
Shortly after dusk in early January 1791, twelve settlers were killed by 
warriors of the Delaware and Wyandotte tribes at Big Bottom, a broad flood-
plain along the Muskingum River. These killings and other disturbances 
stirred by new incursions in Indian Territory shortly after the establishment 
of Marietta in April of 1788 by the Ohio Company of Associates caused dis-
quieting and restlessness among native tribes and colonists.

Belpre, a settlement a few miles down the 
Ohio River from Marietta, sprung up within 
a year. "Belle Prairie" or "Beautiful Mead-
ow" sprawled across a wide plain along the 
Ohio across from the mouth of the Kanawha 
River. Fearing for the safety of their families 
after the incident at Big Bottom farmers 
built a fortification for protection. A site 
protected at the rear by the river and from 
the frontier by a swampy marsh, was se-
lected and the garrison could be accessed 
by road along a level plain extending from 
either side. The work commenced in the 
first week of January of 1791 and was con-
ducted with the utmost urgency. Thirteen 
blockhouses were constructed and occu-
pied immediately. The blockhouses, built of 
round logs a foot in diameter and chinked 
with mortar and having a second floor that 
projected beyond the lower to protect the 
doors and windows below in case of at-
tack, were arranged in two rows with a wide 
street between. The doors and window were 
shuttered with thick oak planks and secured with stout bars of wood on the 
inside. Pickets surrounding the compound were made of quartered oak 
timbers from trees growing on the plain near the fort. Formed from trees 
about a foot in diameter the fourteen foot long pickets were set four feet 
in the ground leaving a ten foot palisade wall which couldn't be mounted 
by attackers without a ladder. The spaces 
between the blockhouses were also filled 
up with pickets forming a continuous enclo-
sure. Sloping palisades projected over the 
edge of the river bank supported by posts 
to provide defense from that direction. The 
palisades were sloped so as to admit air 
flow off the river during the heat of summer. 
Gates of extra stout timbers were located 
on the east and west sides of the garrison 
and opened ten feet wide in the middle for 
the ingress and egress of teams of horses 
and to herd cattle through in case of an at-
tack. An even wider gate opened near the 
center of the wall toward the wilderness 
for hauling in wood. All gates were secured 
with heavy timbers. Two or three smaller 
openings, called water gates, were placed 
on the opposite side and used for hauling 
water into the stronghold from the river. 
This fortification came to be known as Farm-
er's Castle.  When signs of native peoples were detected domestic animals 
were driven inside the gates. Gates were closed at night and every house 
was filled with settlers. As new pioneers arrived they moved in and shared 
space with other families. Viewed from the Ohio River the complex was pic-
turesque and imposing and looked like a small fortified city surrounded by 
wilderness. Provisions for the settlers were derived from their agricultural 
endeavors. Livestock, grain crops, and garden produce were supplemented 
by some hunting and gathering. Grains were milled by hand until one of the 
settlers Jonathan Devol built a floating grist mill in the Ohio River some dis-
tance off shore but in sight of the Farmer's Castle. The mill was built on two 

Floating mill, built by Captain Jonathan Devol in 1791, anchored in the Ohio 
River off shore from Farmer’s Castle fortifications for protection from attack 
from native tribes.  (Image from opening the www.doorwest.com web site)

Saturday, March 20, 2010 9:30AM-2PM

Roamin’ The Hills: Destination Belpre (Washington County) 
 Roamin’ The Hills will head to the Ohio River for a visit to the Farmer’s Castle Museum & Education Center and the Washington County com-
munity of Belpre on Saturday, March 20.  Registration & refreshments will begin at 9:30AM at the museum located at 509 Ridge Street.  Reg-
istration is $20.00 for OHCHA members, $25.00 non-members.  At 10AM, the successes and challenges of local historical societies will be 
discussed by volunteers from the Belpre Historical Society, our host for the event, as they tell the story of where they were 10 years ago as 
compared to today  At 10:30, Henry Burke, an OHCHA Heritage Award winner and recognized Underground Railroad expert, will talk about 
his research, his museum and his publications.  At 11:30AM, Heritage Awards will be presented by the OHCHA Board. At Noon the Belpre 
Historical  Society volunteers will give an overview of sites of particular interest in Belpre.  This will be a lead-in to a tour of the community 
after lunch.  At 12:30PM lunch will be served. OHCHA announcements will  be made during lunch and include the organization’s annual plan, 
membership drive, web site unveiling, etc.   At 1:30PM a tour of the community including the museum spaces will be provided.  Sites being 
considered for the tour include the  Stall Antique Barn, Middleton Doll Factory, Neff’s Country Loft, the Circa at The Elms estate and various 
parks.  Pre-registration is strongly recommended by sending a check or money order, to OHCHA, P. O. Box 114, Shawnee, Ohio  43782.  

adjacent boats forty five feet in length, one five feet and the other 
ten feet wide. The smaller of the two was made from the hollow trunk 
of a large sycamore tree and the larger from timbers and planks like 
a flat boat. Placed eight feet apart the two boats were fastened firmly 
together by hefty cross beams covered by thick oak planks forming 
a deck fore and aft of the water wheel.  The millstones and running 
gear were stationed on the larger side while the water wheel was 

balanced between. A small build-
ing covered the machinery and 
provided shelter for the miller. The 
wheel was forced to turn by the 
flow of the current as the floating 
mill was anchored and stationary 
off shore. The wheel could be put 
in motion or stopped by the place-
ment of boards that served as a 
gate allowing the flow of water. 
Depending on the strength of the 
current the mill could grind be-
tween twenty-five and fifty bushels 
of grain per day and with a little 
extra work in the garrison a very 
good quality of flour was produced. 
Devol eventually built a second 
floating mill some miles up the 
Muskingum River from Marietta 
where a small town was established 
and named Devola. 

The settlers of Belpre were descen-
dants of Puritans from New England 

with a strong commitment to education. During long and tedious 
confinement young people were structured with learning programs 
while families sought refuge at Farmer's Castle. Games of sport 
helped pass the time as well. Young men and boys played games of 
ball, footraces, wrestling, and leaping, all contests that might give 

them an advantage in contests with 
Indians. Groups of young people 
would occasionally come down river 
from Camp Martius and Fort Harmar 
at Marietta for dances and festivities. 
A mail route was established in 1794 
and residents of farmer's Castle were 
able to begin receiving periodic news 
from papers and correspondence. 
News finally arrived announcing the 
end of the Indian wars with the defeat 
of native tribes at the Battle of Fallen 
Timbers hundreds of miles to the 
northwest in late August of 1794. The 
subsequent signing of the Greenville 
Treaty in 1795 gave residents of Farm-
er's Castle a greater sense of security 
than at any time previous.  Families 
who had been intimately associated 
for so long within the confines of 
Farmer's Castle left the fortifications 

and once more set out to make homes for themselves on lands now 
forever seized from native people. Today near the site of Farmer's 
Castle is the Village of Belpre. Just across the Ohio River is the city 
of Parkersburg, West Virginia. Between the two towns lies the beauti-
ful and historic Blennerhassett Island made famous by the intrigues 
of Aaron Burr and Harmon Blennerhassett only a few years after the 
abandonment of Farmer's Castle.
Excerpts taken from a book, written by Clara Paine Ohler in 1912,  She was the 
great-granddaughter of John and Esther (Denison) James, two of the inhabitants of 
Farmers’ Castle, and from Henry Howe’s Historical Collections of Ohio.

Farmer’s Castle on a wide floodplain along the Ohio River downstream from Ohio’s first orga-
nized settlement at Marietta. Sketch from Henry Howe’s History of Ohio.


