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Welcome to the 27th Haw River Learning Celebration! 

The Learning Celebration is a hands-on environmental education program for children and communities throughout the 

Haw River watershed. For three weeks in September and October a volunteer crew of educators, performers, artists, 

naturalists, and river-lovers come together to bring the Learning Celebration to nearly 1,500 fourth grade students from 

six counties. School children take field trips to discover the wonders of the river in their own backyard. They see turtles 

and snakes, plants, and puppets; learn about water critters and water quality; explore some of the history of the river; and 

gather with Learning Celebration performers who get everybody singing about rivers and reptiles and recycling and how 

together we can make a difference.  

The goals of the Learning Celebration are to introduce young people to the wonders of the river, nurture a sense of 

stewardship for the river and other natural resources, and build a community of volunteers who will protect and defend the 

river in their own diverse ways. We create caring, creative, vibrant communities by the river and then welcome fourth 

graders into them. They see the river through our eyes, where everyone and everything is valued and respected. We model 

low-impact living and demonstrate to youth that there are alternative ways of doing things. We forge connections between 

one another and leave the river feeling refreshed and inspired.  

Learning Celebration History 

The first Learning Celebration took to the River in the spring of 1990. Something like it had been in Louise Omoto 

Kessel's mind for several years. She had worked on the sloop Clearwater on the Hudson River, "The Circle of Water 

Circus" on the Mississippi River and the Soviet-American Sail on the Te Vega. When she returned from the Soviet-

American sail, she wanted an experience as intense, but with a group of people she could continue to live near. She was 

fascinated by the idea that citizen diplomacy at home was, in many ways, more challenging (and perhaps more needed) 

than citizen diplomacy abroad. The barriers between people of different cultures within her own county seemed at least as 

difficult to overcome as those between people of different countries.  

She wanted the community aspect of this adventure to be as vital as the experience of the schoolchildren that would be 

served by this traveling ‚circus‛ of environmental educators and performers. She believed that the crew of volunteers who 

would come together to make the Haw River Learning Celebration happen should learn, grow, and relate with the river 

and each other in powerful ways. This way, they might develop a deep dedication to the river and the place, becoming 

long-time stewards and friends.  

The Haw River Assembly was excited in joining the festival, was already in place and had experience, information and 

fundraising abilities. So, in January of 1990, Louise began to bring the Learning Celebration to life. She made an 

inventory of all the river crossings in six counties, driving bridge to bridge looking for potential sites, 2 and tracing 

landowners for permission to use their lands. A mailing went out to schools announcing the project, and many schools 

signed up right away. Weeklong volunteer crew members as well as day volunteers were recruited. Safety issues, 

insurance, and liability were addressed. Committees were formed. A part-time staff was created. Fundraising efforts, 

including letter-writing campaigns, corporate giving, a major donor campaign, membership development, and grant 

writing, were begun and continue to this day.  

Since then, the Learning Celebration has undergone many structural and leadership changes, but the core spirit of the 

Learning Celebration continues to thrive. Many people give their hearts and hands and spirits to the continual creation of 

the Haw River Learning Celebration! 
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2016 Learning Celebration Site Descriptions 

Week 1, Bynum, September 24th – 30th: takes place in Bynum at the Lower Haw River State Natural Area. 

This site is a favorite for many because the river runs along its length which fosters the ability to set up all of 

the activities on the banks of the Haw River via the Haw River Trail. This site also provides awe inspiring 

moments of wildlife viewing for everyone. Bald eagles, osprey, blue herons, red tailed hawks, turtles, reptiles, 

and so much more can be seen throughout the day. This particular site has proven to be a wonderful addition to 

the Learning Celebration’s environmental education program and helps us in fostering inspiration among 

students and teachers alike. It is our hope that they will return to this site with their families and share their 

experience and joys they had felt during their time with us, as well as help foster new relationships with the 

river, and ultimately stewardship within their families and friends. The rain site is provided by Shakori Hills in 

the form of an incredible 40x40 vintage tent in order for event site to host students during times of inclement 

weather. 

Week 2, Saxapahaw, October 1st – 7th: Saxapahaw itself is an old mill village undergoing changes. The mill 

has been renovated and is being leased as residential and office space. Much like Bynum, Saxapahaw reflects 

the meeting of new and old cultures in our watershed. The site for the Learning Celebration is beautiful and 

perhaps our most remote-seeming, with both open spaces and woods that span the length of two families’ 

properties, who are longtime river enthusiasts and Learning Celebration devotees. We are very fortunate to have 

our rain site right next to the river at the Haw River Ballroom. 

Week 3, Camp Guilrock, October 9th – 14th: is the final week of the Learning Celebration and takes us 10 

miles north of Greensboro, at Camp Guilrock, where one will find a beautiful old hardwood forest with 

wetlands and streams feeding into the Haw River. This incredible location provides the Learning Celebration 

with well-maintained trails, a beautiful canopy of Hickory, Beech, Poplar, Oaks, Paw Paw , Beech and 

Ironwood… to name a few. Beavers have been known to make dams at this location and are a wonderful 

addition to our Animals Program. Leaves are changing color during this time of the year, and there are beautiful 

colors to see. This helps aid in teaching students about native hardwood trees, how fun it is to identify them, and 

learn why it is important to protect these places of old hardwood forests and how this helps maintain a healthy 

river. The rain site for this location is a newly constructed building located onsite. 
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Citizen Diplomacy 

We are guests. Everywhere we go we are the guests of individual landowners, churches, municipalities, or 

neighborhoods. The Learning Celebration and all of us are continuously in the public eye via visitors and the 

media. We are citizen diplomats for the river!  

Greeting people is part of our job. Whenever somebody comes to visit they should receive a friendly welcome. 

Every visitor should be fully appreciated, listened to, given our best attention. Sometimes we assign this 

responsibility to make sure it's covered and so others can take a break. But, ultimately, it's everybody's 

responsibility all the time.  

Weekly Schedule 

Weekly crew members: please plan to arrive on-site on the beginning of the week you have volunteered 

for! You are responsible for your own lunch that day. All other meals will be provided.  

Saturday through Monday are set-up and crew training days packed with activities during which we… 

1. Meet and get to know each other  

2. Set up our personal tent sites as well as all camp infrastructures (i.e. privies, kitchen, etc.)  

3. Learn to teach the Learning Celebration stations and rehearse the Haw River Puppet Show 

performance  

4. Settle into camp life and select chores  

5. Become aware of safety standards for both crew and students  

Tuesday through Friday are program days when students visit us:  

9:00 am School groups arrive.  

9:15 – 12:05 Small groups of students led by Learning Celebration volunteers visit learning 

stations.  Each group visits 5 stations.  

12:05 – 1:30 Picnics concert and puppet performance for students. 

1:30 pm School groups depart.  
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After the students leave, we eat a delicious lunch, meet to have a daily wrap-up, and attend to our chores. After 

that it’s free time until dinner! Some people go swimming; others rest, play games, do yoga, or organize other 

fun activities. After a delicious dinner we plan the following day and then have check-in (see check in).  

Each Friday we pack our personal belongings in the morning, run the school program, and then everyone helps 

to pack and move the Learning Celebration to its next site.  

Crew Training 

● Every crew training weekend will be slightly different and based on need. Each week will have 

training available for volunteers that includes preparation to teach River Walk, Stream Steward, 

Clay, Animals, Nature Art, and games.  

● In addition to learning the specifics of our Learning Celebration, there will be a more general “How 

to Teach” training.  

● There will be some time to reflect together on what our intentions are in providing this program.  

● There will be a time for performers and the puppet show to rehearse and to plan together.  

● There will be a time for the safety team to meet together.  

● There will be little free time during the training days, so try and rest up before you come!  

 

 

ARRIVAL TIME FOR EACH WEEK:  

WEEK 1 Bynum: TBA/ for a welcome circle and lunch so that we can get ready to set up the site. Bring your 

own lunch that day, but all other meals will be provided starting with Sunday dinner.  
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WEEK 2 Saxapahaw: TBA/ for a welcome circle.  Bring your own lunch that day, but all other meals will be 

provided starting with Sunday dinner.  

WEEK 3 Guilrock: Please arrive by (TBA) SUNDAY.  All meals will be provided starting with Sunday dinner.  

Day Volunteers 

 All day volunteers are paired with a week-long crew member who will acquaint them with the schedule, safety 

policies and emergency procedures, Learning Celebration agreements and any community goings-on that day.  

If you are a Day Volunteer: We ask that you join us for at least one day of crew training so that you aren’t 

completely in the dark about our program. Day volunteer trainings are held each Sunday and Monday 

afternoons during the Learning Celebration.  

On the day that you have volunteered to help with the program, we ask that you arrive on-site no later than 8:15 

a.m. (You are also very welcome to camp with us the night before!) You will be paired with someone who is 

spending the entire week on site – check in at the day volunteer tent to find out where to go and who your 

partner is. Please, ask as many questions as you like, stay for lunch and dinner, take this opportunity to enjoy 

yourself as well as to help us teach the school children who are with us in the morning.  

Safety 

Ensuring the safety of all program participants is our first priority! Our Safety and Logistics Coordinator is 

certified in CPR and First Aid. In addition, we select 1-2 volunteers each day to focus on safety, carrying a first 

aid kit and cell phone with them at all times. In case of an injury or illness requiring first aid during the school 

program, this safety team will take care of the person in need and give guidance as to the best course of action. 

It is very important that the rest of us continue running the program and working with our small groups of 

children; that's the best way to prevent additional problems.  

Group Emergency Guidelines 

If you are leading a school group with another adult:  

● Before students arrive, decide who will stay with patient and who will call or get the Safety Coordinator 

in the event of an emergency. 

● One appointed volunteer remains with the patient until the Safety Coordinator arrives. 

● Teacher/Chaperone supervises remaining students shortly until the appointed volunteer is relieved by the 

Safety Coordinator. 

If you are leading a group with an underage partner or day volunteer:  

● Stay with your group and call the Safety Coordinator to notify them of a potential injury and your 

location. 
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● Teacher/Chaperone supervises remaining students, underage volunteer, and is provided schedule and 

map to next station location and program continues.  

● Remain with the patient until Safety Coordinator arrives.  

● When Safety Coordinator arrives, give information and get back to your group. 

*Note: If we do need to care for someone, it's important that the other participants still get LOTS of our 

attention! Therefore unless the Safety Coordinator specifically asks for your help, continue keeping your eye on 

the big picture; encourage any crew members who might be distracted to stay with their small groups. 

Continuing to RUN THE PROGRAM is the best thing we can do, in most cases, to prevent additional 

problems. 

Each river site will have a clearly marked first aid tent with a first-aid box, cell phone, and laminated card 

detailing our exact location in the outdoor kitchen on the announcement board. (Rain sites have everything 

except the tent.) If any problem arises (no matter how small) please alert the Safety Coordinator. Please 

understand too that we are not legally allowed to do ANYTHING for a child except the administering of SOAP, 

WATER, AND BAND-AIDS without parental consent -- NOT even Neosporin or peroxide for cleaning out a 

cut; NOT even aspirin. 

  

Haw River Learning Celebration Agreements 

● All Learning Celebration sites are drug and alcohol free. There will be no smoking during program 

times when the schoolchildren are on site. Please do not smoke in the communal volunteer camp areas. 

● There will be no use of sharp tools or fire by schoolchildren during the Learning Celebration program, and any 

use of sharp tools or fire after program time should only be by experienced adults or under their supervision. 

● Schoolchildren should not be offered any food by volunteers, including picking and offering wild edible plants.  

● Please dress appropriately for the weather, the outdoor environment, and for the school program. We 

recommend that volunteers wear shoes on site, but require shoes to be worn during the school program 

time and when wading or swimming in the river. We ask that volunteers refrain from public nudity such 

as skinny dipping or nude sunbathing while onsite at the Learning Celebration. 

● All children on site as “volunteers” need to be supervised. If the responsible parent(s) or chaperones 

responsible for a child are leaving the site (or otherwise unavailable to supervise) they are themselves 

responsible for arranging care for the child for the time during which they will be absent. 

● Volunteers should be respectful of the diverse cultural backgrounds that children, parent chaperones, 

and teachers may come from. We ask that volunteers refrain from promoting or deliberating political 

leaders, political parties, and religious institutions and/ or beliefs during the school program, and ask 

also that all be respectful of diverse views and cultural backgrounds among the volunteers. 
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● All volunteers and staff who are swimming must do so with at least one other person present. No 

children are allowed to swim or to use any boats on site without adult supervision. 

● Each week’s schedule, sign out sheet, chore sign-up sheet, and emergency plan are posted in the kitchen. 

Please familiarize yourself with the procedures. Volunteers are required to sign out and sign back in if 

you need to go off site so that staff will know where you are if there is an emergency. 

 

Learning Stations 

This is an overview of the school program Learning Stations. You will get detailed and helpful teaching 

suggestions during crew training and through Learning Celebration Activity Sheets (available during your week 

on-site). These sheets will have specific and concrete activity descriptions and teaching suggestions for each 

station.  

Stream Watch Station-Meets 4th grade NCSCOC Science Competency Goal 1 

Students are shown a large map of the watershed that graphically explains the river’s various pollution threats. 

Then, they find where their school or neighborhood is on smaller, laminated watershed maps that they share in 

pairs. They then learn about how pH affects aquatic life and test the river water for its pH level. Finally, 

students examine various river ‚critters‛ (macro- and micro-invertebrates) in tubs and decide how healthy the 

river is based on the number of pollution-tolerant or pollution-sensitive organisms found. This station is a big 

hit and students love finding and examining the critters!  

Stream Steward Station-Meets NCSCOS 4th Grade Social Studies Competency 

Goals 1& 7 

Students will be shown a large map of the watershed that illustrates the river’s various pollution threats. Then, 

they find where their schools or neighborhood is on a smaller, laminated watershed map that they share in pairs. 

The students will use a colorful hands-on watershed model, the Enviroscape, to see how pollutants enter the 

water and then to observe the effects of everyday choices about water usage.  

River Walk-Meets NCSCOS 4th Grade Social Studies and Science Competency 

Goals 1 

A good river walk centers around structured games and experiences, has a moment of silence for quiet 

observation, takes advantage of the things the Haw spontaneously unveils, and follows the natural interests of 

the children. A minimum of identification and "lesson teaching" is okay. In a brief half hour, it's possible for the 

children to use their senses to open up a world that's right outside their doors. This real connection is what we’re 

striving for more than the dissemination of hard facts.  

Expect the unexpected. You may want to change your plans depending on the energy of your group. Often 

something will happen that will become the focal point of discussion. We like to call this a teachable moment; 

someone may spot wildlife, like a turtle, snake or bird. Or, someone may see an interesting tree stump, 
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mushroom or other plant life. Be prepared to deviate from your plan and go with the flow. Let the river lead the 

way in whatever your experience becomes.  

You will receive a game bag to carry with you through the day. In addition to a safety kit, it contains activity 

instructions and supplies for your river walk. Use as many or as few of these tools as you like.  

 

Some ideas for activities:  

● Silent walk, with students cupping their hands over their ears (deer ears) to better focus their hearing. 

Turn your deer ears toward and away from the river for dramatic effect.  

● Use the magnifying lenses to focus on the life in a small area of the forest.  

● Use clipboards to write poetry or draw based on what students see, hear and feel.  

● Play "Meet a Tree" (see game bag).  

● Play the "Camera Game" (see game bag).  

● Pick a quiet spot where everyone can sit right next to the river. Get settled in and then ask everyone 

(adults too) to close their eyes for 1 minute and feel, hear, smell everything they can (breeze, geese calls, 

honeysuckle, tickle of grass, sound of river over rocks<). Ask each person to briefly share what they 

sensed.  

● Look for tracks – (see track I.D. sheet in your game bag).  

Animals-Meets NCSCOS 4th Grade Science Competency Goal 1 

At this station, students are introduced to the rich variety of animals that live around the river. Students examine 

bones and skulls from deer, bobcat, horses, bears, beavers, and foxes; and also snake skins, feathers, and nests. 

They are shown the difference between carnivore and herbivore teeth, a horse and a deer jawbone, and a canine 

and feline snout. Finally, students play a game where they receive bones and other clues from a particular 

animal and have to guess what their animal is and then act out a charade while the rest of the students guess 

what animal they are representing.  

Clay Station-Meets NCSCOS 4th Grade Social Studies Competency Goals 2, 3 & 5 

Here, we explain the value of clay as one of North Carolina’s most abundant natural resources. Students learn 

what clay is made of, where it is found, and what happens when erosion causes large amounts of clay to wash 

into the river – otherwise known as sedimentation. They also learn how clay has been used throughout time 

from Native Americans – who used clay to make pots and dolls, and as body decoration, poison ivy remedy, 

and mosquito deterrent – to early settlers, who used clay to make pots and as chinking in log homes. Finally, 
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students get a small ball of clay to play with. They paint each other’s faces and make their own ‚Haw critter‛ to 

take home.  

Nature Art-Meets NCSCOS 4th Grade Art Competency Goals 2 & 5  

Here, students are encouraged to look around them at the different subtle variations in color and hue that nature 

reveals. Upon closer examination, a ‚brown‛ tree trunk isn’t really brown after all, but a combination of many 

different colors. The same is true for the ‚blue‛ of the river and the ‚green‛ of the foliage. Students are led 

through a series of ‚seeing‛ activities and then given chalk pastels or paint rocks – which are sedimentary rocks 

that can be ground into paint – to create their own artwork they can take home with them.  

Rainy-day option  

We have rain sites available to us. The program doesn’t begin until10:00 a.m. to give us time to urgently, 

swiftly, and collaboratively coordinate a frantic move in a graceful fashion! Coordinators will provide necessary 

and timely details. In order to adapt to a rain site the program will necessarily be modified (i.e. all that lovely 

planning we did the day before could be OUT THE WINDOW!). The helpful attitude on rain days is "We're 

flexible!"  

 

 

Haw River Learning Celebration Performers' Guidelines: 

We have a wealth of performers involved in the Learning Celebration and this is a real asset. Their work greases 

the wheels in camp in so many ways – songs at meal circles, meetings, wake-ups, and various spontaneous 

musical outbursts create a very special atmosphere to live and work in for the week. THANK YOU FOR 

BEING HERE!!!!  
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It has happened more than once during the Learning Celebration's history, that people who had almost no 

performance experience got launched.  The Learning Celebration community provided that little bit of 

encouragement they needed. That is an exciting process to be part of, and we want to keep making a safe 

atmosphere for people to explore their talents.  

The concerts for children should be largely related to the themes of the Learning Celebration: the river, cultural 

history, the environment, or empowering people to take action. Singing together provides a feeling of unity and 

satisfaction.  

Performers on the crew will meet to figure out how to work together. All the concerts are family events and 

material should be appropriate for all ages.  

Some Specific Suggestions/Guidelines Stemming From Past Experiences:  

● DO sing songs that get people singing together.  

● DO ASSUME that people want to like each other.  

● DO ASSUME that the audience is diverse and within that there is common ground.  

● DO ASSUME that people will be ready to appreciate you as a performer and be glad that you are 

bringing your talents to share.  

● DO ASSUME that the crew will be the core of a great audience and will support you whole-heartedly 

even if it ends up being more of a talent show for each other.  

● DO NOT ASSUME that your Haw River Learning Celebration audiences are people of like mind.  

● DO NOT ASSUME that your Haw River Learning Celebration audiences voted for the same people that 

you did, or that they share your political beliefs.  

● DO NOT TELL stories or make in-jokes that only the crew can appreciate, that can make the audience 

feel they aren’t a part of the community we are creating that day.  

● DO NOT make jokes about religion or church or in any way say or do anything that would be alienating 

to people’s religious beliefs.  

● DO NOT assume that people will know the words to songs you might feel are "standards". Teach the 

words so everyone can sing together.  

● DO NOT choose songs that have a religious, spiritual, or political tenor as audience members may be 

offended.  

● IF a song would be right at home in a smoky bar think twice about whether it fits our "family audience" 

criterion.  
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Living Together On Crew 

Diversity  

We are a diverse group of volunteers. The Learning Celebration community is not homogeneous or a collection 

of "like minded" people. This is one of the elements that make volunteering a rich experience. Expect to meet 

and work with people embodying a range of lifestyles, political views, religious/ spiritual practices, and cultural 

backgrounds. We are continually striving to build a community reflective of all the communities of the 

watershed.  

Check In  

We will "Check In" with each other every day. Check In is a special time. It is a time to listen to each other, a 

time to keep in touch with how each person in the whole group is doing. These Check In guidelines have 

evolved through experiences with many groups and help us create a space to share how we are doing.  

Guidelines for Check In:  

● One person talks at a time. Everybody gets a turn. The focus is on LISTENING. The speaker should 

speak without interruption.  

● We don't need to make suggestions, give advice, be reassuring, or "be helpful". The purpose is NOT to 

solve anyone's problems. Listening has a certain kind of magic to it. It helps the person who is talking to 

think for themselves in a more powerful way. One of the very best ways to create a safe place for each 

person to share is just to listen without saying anything at all.  

● If something comes up that does need to be discussed by the whole group, we will set a different time 

aside to do that. But this meeting will be separate from Check In.  

● LISTEN WELL! Use all your heart!  

● When it's your turn to talk: telling about your very own experiences of the day is great. It’s also good to 

talk about how you are doing physically, emotionally, and/or spiritually. Saying how you FEEL is what 

check in is good for.  

 

Chores  

Each crew member takes on a community chore (or two) for the week. This is one way we can all share in the 

responsibilities of feeding and cleaning up after ourselves and each another. Some people have volunteered to 

do some coordinating of food and logistics. It's really important that the rest of us find and create every 

opportunity possible to support, assist and appreciate our food and logistics coordinators in these 

responsibilities!  
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Most of our meals are delivered by volunteer cooks; be sure to express your heart/stomach-felt appreciation 

when they arrive. We do cook some meals (breakfasts and occasional other meals), and we always need to set 

meals out and clean up after them. We also need to keep a minimum of perishable food on site at any one time 

because we have limited cold storage.  

We want the Learning Celebration to have the reputation of leaving our sites, rain sites, and concert sites in a 

thorough state of cleanliness! Every time we leave a place an energetic clean-up crew will be the last to leave. 

Our policy is LEAVE NO TRACE.  This is what allows us to come back to the same sites year after year.  

We have set-up responsibilities related to the Learning Celebration each day. Some of us take on the duty of 

setting up one of the program activities. Others take on logistical responsibilities involved with canoe shuttles, 

privies, recycling, garbage, composting, safety, food and clean up.  

There will be a time during crew training when all chores are thoroughly explained and when crew members 

will be asked to choose their chore(s) for the week. All jobs are equally important, and we appreciate 

everyone’s hard work and cooperation. 

 

 

 

 

 

Crew Canoeing  

Canoeing the Haw is a very special experience -- a chance to experience the river personally, to share the 

currents with the fish, to explore and ultimately connect with the river. We have amended the age limit and ask 

that all paddlers must know how to swim in order to go on a paddling outing. We are limited to 10 guests per 

trip. The first trip will be offered on Wednesday in Bynum and the second trip will be offered on Wednesday in 

Saxapahaw. River enthusiasts will have to shuttle themselves to the Bynum 15/501 put- in and also to Haw 
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River Canoe and Kayak Company in Saxapahaw. Please share in the joy and thank your guide and Jo Jacob 

personally for this very kind donation to us! 

Safety Tips: Basic instruction will be offered to all canoeists before getting on the river. These include 

words of wisdom about how to keep your boat upright and what to do if you unexpectedly end up flipping your 

canoe. We ask all volunteers to sign a liability waiver before paddling with us so that you understand the 

inherent risks involved.  

The main thing to consider if you want to be comfortable and happy on your river trip is staying warm and dry. 

The right clothing is the most important equipment you will have with you. Try to bring as much as possible 

from this list:  

Pants  

Long sleeved top  

Swim suit  

Warm hat  

Windbreaker (nylon)  

Water shoes/Sneakers that have good soles and 

that you can get wet  

Socks 

Rain gear  

Canteen or water container  

Small day pack  

Sun screen  

Glasses and sunglasses  

Sun Hat  

Gloves 

 

We recommend that you layer your clothing so you can remove or add clothes as the day progresses. Cotton 

clothes (especially jeans) do not work well -- once they get wet, they stay wet, and so do you. So try to pack 

clothes made of wool or synthetic fabric (i.e. polypropylene). If you must wear cotton, be prepared to change. 

We encourage everyone to bring an extra set of clothing in a water-protective bag (double plastic bag or dry-

bag). If you have your own boating equipment, please bring that along, too. All canoeists must wear a personal 

floatation device-- bringing your own will insure a better fit.  

Other Things to Remember: 

● Music and storytelling need not be limited to the "concert". Crew members are encouraged to weave 

these elements in throughout the day. It need NOT be limited to the domain of the "pros" either. The 

Learning Celebration is a place for new performers to try their wings – the results have often been 

extraordinary.  

● We love it when you enhance our programs with your own river knowledge and environmental 

experience. Please feel free to bring any materials and equipment that might help you to add flavor to 

the Learning Celebration (i.e. bird callers, binoculars, diagrams, etc.)  

● A compilation of songs and stories that have river/environmental themes will be included in one of the 

"Activity Folders" for anyone interested.  
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● Having a watch during the Learning Celebration program is essential to keeping the day running 

smoothly. You can take it off the minute the children leave, but we appreciate your punctuality while 

they are with us.  

● Photos are valuable to us. We keep them in a scrapbook. We use them in our promotional materials and 

newsletters. We are especially in need of black and white or color photographs of children absorbed in 

some wonderful moment of the Learning Celebration. Please do not take any pictures of children’s faces 

in regards to public school regulations.  

● We also keep a scrapbook of press clippings. As we are in motion on the river, we often have left a 

community before articles come out. We may never see them. PLEASE!! If you see an article that 

mentions the Learning Celebration, get a few copies to on-site coordinators or to: HRA, PO Box 187, 

Bynum, NC 27228.  

2016 Learning Celebration Staff  

Haw River Keeper and HRA Executive Director: Elaine Chiosso 

Haw River Assembly Watershed Education Coordinator: Tracy DeVoe  

Safety & Logistics Coordinator: TBA 

Food Coordinator: TBA 

Stream Watch Coordinator: TBA 

Stream Steward Coordinator: TBA 

Chore Coordinator: TBA 

Media & Photography Coordinator: TBA 
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The Haw River: a brief introduction 

Geography  

The Haw River is a major river in the Piedmont region of North Carolina. Many streams – 920 miles of them – 

feed into the Haw along its 110-mile length. The Haw River basin occupies 1,707 square miles in 8 counties; 

over 10% of the state's population lives in the Haw River basin.  

There is also the river under the river -- a complex subterranean ecosystem in the groundwater below the river 

channel and extending as far as miles on each side. Many types of small blind shrimp, primitive worms, 

nitrogen-fixing bacteria, algae, and various immature insects live most, if not all, of their lives here. This 

invisible system supports a food chain that includes the larger animals we can see.  

The Haw River has its source in the springs arising from the land just to the east of Kernersville in Forsyth 

County. Small streams join in as it meanders across the top of Guilford County through the wetlands and old 

beaver dams. It gains momentum as Big and Little Troublesome Creeks join it in Rockingham County. Then, 

flowing down again through Guilford County it meets Reedy Fork, the creek that carries the effluent and run-off 

from Greensboro. The Haw then runs down through Alamance County, growing faster and wider as it passes 

through old textile mill towns and new cities: Altamahaw, Ossippee, Glencoe, Burlington, Graham, 

Swepsonville, and Saxapahaw.  

The Haw becomes a favorite whitewater run for paddlers as it flows down through the forests and fields of 

Chatham County fed by clear running creeks, through the old mill village of Bynum, past Pittsboro and into the 

waters of Jordan Lake. There the New Hope and other creeks flowing out of Chapel Hill, Durham and Wake 

County join it. Seven miles downriver from the Jordan Lake dam the Haw and the Deep Rivers become the big 

Cape Fear River, journeying on to the sea, emptying into the Atlantic at Wilmington.  

A Look at the Old Haw River Cotton Mill Towns 

Bynum  

In 1779, Luke Bynum bought land upon which to build a gristmill and covered bridge. In 1872, the Bynum 

Manufacturing Co. (Luther and Carney Jr.) built a textile mill for weaving cotton cloth, while continuing to run 

the gristmill. They also constructed 14 mill houses and a school for workers and their families. The mill burned 

down in 1916, but was soon rebuilt. In 1922, electricity was installed and 29 more mill houses built. Though the 

mill closed operations in 1986, the town of Bynum still exists, with an historic church, the Bynum General 

Store and a one-lane bridge crossing the scenic river.   
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Saxapahaw 

This town had its beginnings as a settlement around a gristmill on the Haw. John Newlin and his sons built a 

cotton mill in 1844 for weaving. B. Everett Jordan, who became a U.S. Senator (and is the namesake of Jordan 

Lake), was an owner and manager of the mill. In 1994, the mill closed due to tornado damage. The Jordan 

family has renovated the mill for residential and commercial use and it is a favorite Saturday night music fair.  

Swepsonville 

George Swepson, and partner G. Rosenthal, bought the land along the Haw River where Thomas Ruffin had 

operated a gristmill. In 1868 Swepson built a cotton mill there called Falls Neuse. During its early years, raw 

cotton was sent on barges downriver from the town of Haw River to Swepsonville, and finished cloth was 

towed back upriver. The mill burned and was rebuilt twice. A subsequent owner changed its name Virginia 

Mills. It closed in 1970 and has now been demolished.  

Haw River  

The Town of Haw River is rich with mill history. Adam Trollinger and his family moved here from 

Pennsylvania in 1745, and Benjamin Trollinger built a cotton mill on the river‘s rocky bank in 1844. He called 

it the Granite Mill. The Holt family bought the Granite Mill in 1858 and became known for their Alamance 

Plaids cloth. A second cotton mill was built across from it (later known as Tabardry Mill). By the late 1800’s, 

little villages of company mill houses sprung up, with names like Terrapin Slide and Red Hill. In addition, the 

mill owners built many grand houses that still exist today. Under later ownership, the mills were used to weave 

and dye corduroy, and denim was produced. The mills have since closed production, though the Granite Mill is 

still used as a shipping operation. For more information, visit the Haw River Historical Museum (Main St., Haw 

River, across from Granite Mill open Sat.-Sun. 1-4)  

Hopedale and Carolina  

In 1840, John Trollinger and Jesse Gant built a cotton mill at the settlement of High Falls. The mill was built on 

one side of Stony Creek, and mill worker houses on the other. In 1883, a new owner renamed the town Big 

Falls. Under the next owner, J.N. Williamson, the name changed again to Hopedale. Since 1941, the mill has 

operated as Copland Fabrics and produces curtain materials. In 1869 the Holt brothers (James, W.E., and L. 

Banks) of the Granite mill in Haw River bought land next to High Falls and established the Carolina Mill, 

which operated into the 1960’s, but is now abandoned.  

 

Glencoe  

James Holt bought a tobacco processing plant just upriver from Carolina Mill to expand his textile operations. 

There he built Glencoe mills, a company store, and mill worker homes. This factory operated as a textile mill 

under the Holt family until 1968. Now abandoned, this decorative old brick mill and its two story millhouses are 

truly a ghost town on the Haw. A National Historic Industrial Site, NC Preservation spearheaded historic 

renovation of the mill houses for residential use and it is home to historical displays and a museum.  
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Ossippee 

In 1878, James N. Williamson and sons built the Ossipee Cotton Mill. It, too, had a company store and mill 

houses, and the houses are still part of a present day community. Although the mill is no longer in operation, it 

is used by Glen Raven Mills for transport and shipping with their nearby operations.  

Altamahaw 

Just upriver of Ossipee is the village of Altamahaw, the site of earlier gristmills and a tobacco factory. John 

Gant and Berry Davidson established a textile mill in 1870. During the 1930’s, it operated as a silk mill, and 

today has become part of the Glen Raven Mills international textile shipping operation. The beautiful Victorian-

style old brick office building has been historically preserved and renovated as a conference center.  

If you would like directions to take a driving tour of these old mill towns, or for more information, please e-

mail: info@hawriver.org  

The Sissipihaw—People of the Haw  

The Native Americans who lived along the Haw River were part of the eastern Siouan people. They lived 

bountifully off the land by hunting, fishing and farming for thousands of years before European settlers arrived. 

UNC-Chapel Hill has researched archaeological sites along the Haw and some of its tributaries in Alamance 

County. These sites reveal much about how the Sissipihaw (also called the Saxapahaw) lived.  

Homes  

Lacking broad floodplains, the Sissipihaw People lived in small, interconnected villages on ridges overlooking 

the lower half of the Haw River. They constructed houses and storage huts made of saplings, logs and bark. At 

least one village site had fenced boundaries.  

Food  

They hunted the abundant wildlife of the watershed, including deer, raccoons, possum, turkey, fish, and 

shellfish (both mussels and crayfish). They gathered wild plants, nuts and fruits, and cultivated crops such as 

corn, beans, and sunflowers. It is believed that peaches were introduced to the Americas by the Spanish and 

gained much popularity with Native Americans, who were growing them throughout the land long before other 

Europeans settled here. 20  

Crafts  

Pottery was not only utilitarian, but also an art form with many styles of decoration. From pottery shard samples 

collected by archaeologists, we know that one such design was made by rolling corncobs across the surface of 

the clay to create a geometric design. Students who visit the Learning Celebration get a chance to try this 

technique at our clay station.  
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History  

It is believed that the entry of European diseases, and their dispersion through trading contacts, severely 

weakened the People of the Haw. By the late 1600’s, their population was quite small. Although John Lawson, 

an early English explorer of the Piedmont, wrote of seeing them in 1701, few, if any Sissipihaw were left to see 

their land overtaken by the colonial settlers.  

Those who did survive joined related tribes, especially the Occaneechi Band of the Saponi Nation. Many of 

these people live on today in Northeast Alamance County. The tribal office of the Occaneechi Band of the 

Saponi Nation is located in Mebane.  

The Underground Railroad in the Haw River Watershed 

Secret Language  

The Underground Railroad was the name given to the secret routes and hiding places that slaves used to escape 

to the North prior to the Civil War. In order to keep these passages secret and safe, slaves and those who helped 

them used a kind of ‚code‛ language to communicate their plans. Many slave songs had hidden meanings in 

order to spread the word about the Underground Railroad, and sometimes to specify times and places to escape. 

Such songs include Go Down Moses and One More River To Cross.  

Some key vocabulary in keeping with the railroad theme includes:  

Agents: People who helped the fugitives by hiding them in their homes  

Stations: Safe houses, or secret hiding places  

Conductors: People, many of whom had been slaves themselves, who returned from freedom to lead fugitives 

from one safe house to the next  

Quakers and the Underground Railroad  

The Underground Railroad had many stations in the Haw River watershed because of the large Quaker 

population in Guilford, Alamance, and northwest Chatham counties. Many Quakers were abolitionists and some 
supported the Underground Railroad by acting as agents. Levi Coffin, often 21  

called the President of the Underground Railroad, was born near Greensboro, and was a member of the New 

Garden Meeting, which became a key gathering point on the Underground Railroad.  

Hidden Pathways in the Haw River Watershed  

Because penalties were severe for slaves who were caught, great secrecy surrounded the routes, and much is 

still unknown today. There are some stories passed on, however, about hiding places in the Snow Camp 
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(Alamance County) area. One house had a hidden room under the kitchen; another had a large bureau with a 

false back where people could hide. A huge fallen hollow tree also provided a place for people to hide.  

Travelers on the Underground Railroad would mostly hide by day and travel by night using the North Star and 

Big Dipper (called the Drinking Gourd) to guide their way. The Haw River and its tributaries made well-known 

landmarks along the way and could be used to put off trackers. But a wide creek or the river could be dangerous 

to cross. Sometimes rafts were made by lifting a few wood rails from a nearby fence. They were then lashed 

together with vines because wires or nails would have left a trace. At the end of the river trip, the rafters would 

take the structure apart, leaving no clues behind.  

Haw River Assembly 

The Haw River Assembly, a nonprofit grassroots organization founded in 1982, joins people together to protect 

and restore the Haw River and to build a community that shares this vision. A volunteer Board of Directors 

works throughout the year to carry out this work aided by hardworking staff. The HRA's main projects are the 

Haw River Learning Celebration and the 8th grade Stream Investigation project; Haw River Watch, a citizen's 

monitoring project of water quality in the river and tributaries; the annual river Clean-Up-A-Thon; the Stream 

Steward project, giving people the knowledge to save the river one back yard at a time. We are a member of the 

international Waterkeeper Alliance and our licensed Haw River Keeper works as an advocate for the river, 

fighting pollution. In addition to the Board many, many volunteers take on substantial leadership roles and 

responsibilities to keep the work going.  

Water Quality Issues Affecting the Haw River  

Since its beginnings in 1982, the Haw River Assembly has been involved in major pollution issues affecting the 

river Members act as a voice for the river by attending public hearings, writing letters, and calling government 

officials and elected representatives at the local, state and federal levels. We try to keep one eye on the big 

picture while responding to the constant new problems that emerge and need to be addressed. We challenge 

permits, call for enforcement of pollution laws and try to help shape better policies.  

Sources of Pollution  

Point Source Pollution: This is the term for pollution that enters a stream at one identifiable source, like a 

factory or municipal waste treatment discharge pipe. The federal Clean Water Act, passed in the early 1970's, 

has made a tremendous difference in cleaning up the Haw. Industries and wastewater treatment plants were 

made to comply too much stricter standards and we have seen the river recover from its worst days. It's very 

important that this law not be weakened by Congress. Continuing problems with industrial waste usually result 

from factories that are out of compliance with their permits or are not pre-treating their waste.  

There are many cities and towns in the Haw River watershed – including Greensboro, Reidsville, Burlington, 

Chapel Hill and Pittsboro – that empty their treated wastewater into the Haw River or its tributaries. Although 

modern treatment plants are capable of discharging cleaner water than in the past, problems arise when 

equipment fails or when factories discharge unacceptable pollutants (including high nutrient levels) into the 

wastewater before treatment. Such failures can result in short toxic bursts into the river, which are dangerous to 

aquatic life. Some scientists believe this source of pollution is a major cause of continuing extinction of 
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endangered species of mussels and other river life. Excess nitrogen and phosphates in the water provide 

nutrients for algae blooms, which are never good for a river.  

HRA would like to see a real change in how we dispose of wastewater – let’s get the pipes out of the rivers! We 

should filter wastewater through living plants and biotic systems such as constructed wetlands – or use it to 

nourish usable (if not edible) crops. At the same time we must find ways to reduce the allowable levels of heavy 

metals, synthetic chemicals and other toxins that are present in wastewater.  

 

Non-point Source Pollution: This is the catchall name for runoff from the land, which may contain pesticides, 

fertilizers, metals, manure, road salt, leaking gas and oil from automobiles, and other pollutants. Sources of 

these pollutants include farms, lawns, paved urban areas and roads, construction sites, timbering operations, 

golf courses and home septic systems.  

Non-point source pollution can quickly kill a stream by introducing organic and inorganic pollutants that can 

result in decreased oxygen, or poison aquatic life forms.  

Erosion of sediment into a stream can smother aquatic life and clog the gills of fish as well as cut off needed 

light to underwater plants. Fast growth in the Triangle and Triad regions has meant an explosion of road and 

housing construction contributing to erosion problems. The growing popularity of golf course developments 

brings its own set of run-off problems when fairways double as waste water effluent spray-fields, which are 

inadequate for the job. The new chip mill technology in forestry has meant an alarming increase in timbering, 

including old hardwoods that had been spared until now.  

Land Conservation and River Access  

Many paddlers enjoy the beauty of the Haw River. The Haw River Assembly has been a strong voice for canoe 

put-ins at bridges along the Haw, and continues to do so in the face of recent highway widenings. We are hard 

at work preserving land along the river though conservation easements or protection by land trusts. We are 

working with groups interested in creating public trails, greenways, and parks along the riverside. The Haw 

River Assembly has purchased the springs forming the headwaters of the Haw River. We worked with the state 

and other land trusts to help create the new Haw River State Park and the Lower Haw River State Natural Area.  

What You Can Do 

Join the Haw River Assembly and strengthen our voice for the river. Become a watchdog for your stream or 

river by joining the Haw River Watch project. Let your elected officials know you support strong environmental 

programs and funding to do the job right. On the local and state level, speak out on issues that affect water 

quality, such as land use decisions. You can make a big difference right in your own community.  

The Haw River Assembly would love for you to become a member. By joining, you will be part of the support 

for our Haw River activities and community, helping to promote local environmental awareness and action. 

You will also receive a newsletter that will help you stay informed about important issues and fun river events. 

To join HRA, contact:  



 

21 
 

 

Haw River Assembly 

P.O. Box 187 

Bynum, NC 27228 

(919) 542-5790 

www.hawriver.org 

info@hawriver.org 

The Haw River Learning Celebration is a project of the Haw River Assembly. By volunteering, you are making 

a difference. Thank you so much for your commitment! 

See you on the river! 

http://www.hawriver.org/

