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The HANDY DANDY GUIDE  

Or.... everything you wanted to know 

about the 27
th

 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 comes together to bring the Learning Celebration to over 1,200 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. Volunteers are the backbone of this program - about 100 people of all ages make it 

possible each year. 

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 Haw 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 homewas, in many ways, more challenging (and perhaps more needed) 

than citizen diplomacy abroad. The barriers between people of different cultures within her own countyseemed 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 
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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 HRA was interested, and was already in place, with 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, 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 – we are indebted to the many volunteers and staff who have made this possible. 

 

How it works! 

The basic structure:  we set up camp in three different locations on the river one week per location.  We set up 

camp and start program training from Saturday afternoon through Monday.  The schools arrive for program 

days Tuesday through Friday. Friday afternoons we pack everything up to move to the next site, to begin 

another great week. 

The Learning Celebration program on Tuesday – Friday starts with the fourth graders arriving on school buses 

in the morning, averaging about 100 students per day, along with teachers and chaperones. We typically divide 

into 10 groups, with 1- 2 volunteer guides per group. These volunteers are called “floaters”.  We have many 

experienced volunteers, and always pair up a brand new volunteer with an experienced one. Our volunteers 

include families with children, and experienced youth volunteers – there is a role for everyone.  

Each group of floaters and students will rotate through 5 different activities in about 3 hours (see station 

descriptions below).   Other volunteers, called “stickers” stay at the stations to guide the activities. At these 

stations, floaters are expected to help out as needed, and then re-group at the end of the activity to lead the 

students to the next adventure.  We set up drinking water stations, very cool outdoor composting privies , and 

―use-yer-foot‖ handwashing stations on the trail. 
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At about noon,  all the groups are led back up the trail to the picnic area. We set up tarps in front of the concert-

puppet show area and kids meet up with the rest of their school and  their teachers to eat the picnic lunches they 

brought.  Volunteers take a quick break to get a snack we provide, then get ready to help with the after lunch 

recycling and trash line, sell T-shirts and give away information at our HRA table, or take part in the concert 

and puppet show. Volunteer ―stickers‖ make sure their stations are cleaned up, organized and safely wrapped up 

before heading up to the picnic area. 

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 (first 2 weeks) or hiking; 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).  

Weekly Schedule 

Weekly crew members: please plan to arrive on-site on Saturday at 1 pm for Weeks 1 and 2 (Bynum and 

Saxaphaw) and Sunday at 1 pm for Week 3 (Camp Guilrock),for the welcoming circle and beginning of 

site setup. You are responsible for your own lunch that day. All other meals will be provided starting with 

dinner.  

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

 Meet and get to know each other  

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

 Learn to teach the Learning Celebration stations --every crew training weekend will be slightly different 

but all will include preparation to teach River Walk, and at least three stations out of  Stream Watch, 

Stream Steward, Clay, Animals, Nature Art, and games 

 Rehearse the Puppet Show show performed for the schoolkids each day after lunch  

 Settle into camp life and select chores  

 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 Picnic, concert and puppet performance for students. 

1:30- 1:45 pm School groups depart.  

Friday’s are also Move Days:    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.  
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Site Descriptions 

Week 1, Bynum, September 20 - 26:  Here is Chatham County the river is big and wild and the county is 

home to many people who work on the Learning Celebration and are active in the Haw River Assembly. The 

site we use in Bynum, now a protected State Natural Area, is a favorite for many people because the river runs 

right along its length. All our education activities will be along the river trail and near the old mill site along the 

river, where we will set up camp. Thanks to the generosity of the Shakori Hills folks we set up big top 40 x 40 

ft. tent on site as our rain shelter. 

 
Putting up the Big Top for our rain site in Bynum 

 

Week 2, Saxapahaw, September 27 – October 3: Saxapahaw itself is an old mill village that has undergone 

amazing changes since the textile mill closed. The mill has been renovated for residential and office use as well 

as excellent restaurants, a music venue (the Haw River Ballroom) and more.  Much like Bynum, Saxapahaw 

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

lands, downriver from Saxapahaw village, with both open fields where we camp and a beautiful stretch of river 

for the program. We are hosted by longtime river enthusiasts and Learning Celebration devotees. We are very 

fortunate to have our rain site right next to the river at the Paperhand Puppet Intervention Studio in Saxapahaw. 

Week 3, Camp Guilrock, October 5 - 10: Located on the Guilford/Rockingham county line about 10 miles 

north of Greensboro and west of Reidsville, this is a beautiful old hardwood forest with wetlands and streams 

feeding into the Haw – just a little river here near its source. Guilrock is a summer camp for the United 

Methodist Church. Although most of the crew camp out in tents, there are indoor bunk beds, as well as indoor 

restrooms with hot showers, and a kitchen that we use. This is a wonderful site to see wildlife and native plants 

on forested hilly trails overlooking the bottomlands. We use a large covered and screened pavilion on-site for 

rainy weather. 
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Citizen Diplomacy 

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

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

and the media. We are citizen diplomats for the river!  

Greeting people is part of our job. Whenever  new volunteers arrive or somebody comes to visit, they should 

receive a friendly welcome. Every visitor should be fully appreciated, listened to, given our best attention. If a 

visitor is has a concern, please make sure they are introduced to the Learning Celebration staff on site. 

Day Volunteers 
 

Some day volunteers bring specific knowledge or expertise to plug into the program, for example: art, Native 

American history, native plants, box turtles, etc. Others come to assist with the program in a more general way. 

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 afternoon 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 volunteer registration table 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 and carries 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, the Safety Coordinator 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 anyone in your group is injured or sick immediately call the cell phone of the Safety Coordinator. In an 

extreme emergency call 911 first, then the Safety Coordinator.  Make sure you have the cell phone 

numbers for staff handy, and the site address for 911 calls.  Volunteers have this information on the site 

map we provide you.  Lawrence Peterson is the Safety Coordinator for Weeks 1 and 2, and Doug Brown 

for Week 3. 

If you are leading a school group with another adult: Before students arrive, decide who will stay with the 

patient in the event of an emergency, until the Safety Coordinator arrives.The other adult group leader can continue 
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the program with the rest of the group, finishing the activity and proceeding to the next one.  If you cannot easily reach the 

Safety Coordinator,  contact Alex White the Learning Celebration Coordinator. 

If you are leading a group with an underage partner or day volunteer (or are solo with an adult from the 

school):Stay with your group  until Safety Coordinator arrives.  If need be, send underage partner, day 

volunteer or school adult to get Safety Coordinator in the event of an emergency  

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. (Rain sites have everything except the tent.) If any problem arises (no matter how 

small) please alert the Safety Coordinator. Please understand too that as volunteers 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. Again, defer to the Safety 

Coordinator for first aid treatment. 

2014 Haw River Learning Celebration Agreements 

● All Learning Celebration sites are drug and alcohol free. This applies to the crew as well as to guests.  

● Smoke in designated areas only. Please do not smoke in the presence of children or in communal crew 

areas.  

● Please wear appropriate clothing. Clothing should be weather and environment appropriate as well as 

suitable for working with children and diverse volunteers. Remember that we are citizen diplomats and 

representatives for both the HRA and the Haw River. All volunteers must wear shoes at all times during 

the 4
th

 grade program. 

● Be careful! In our experience, the crew is more likely to get hurt than the general public. We want to 

keep our perfect record of NO SERIOUS ACCIDENTS. In particular, we ask that the buddy system be 

used when swimming.  

● Sharp tools will not be handled by children and will only be demonstrated by people who have 

experience using them.  

● Each week‘s Emergency Plan is posted in the kitchen. Please familiarize yourself with the procedures.  

● We are not allowed to give the students anything at all to eat or taste outside of their packed lunches.  

● Be Engaged: You are agreeing to contribute to the Learning Celebration by fully participating in the 

school program, doing camp chores and by participating in camp activities 

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

What follows 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. Many activities were designed to meet 4
th

 grade NCSCOC Science Competency Goals. 

Stream Watch Station  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 bit hit and students love finding and examining the critters!  

Stream Steward Station explores how human actions impact water quality – and knowing our ecological 

footprint.  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 (they use spray water bottles to send ―pollution‖ into the river) and then discover 

solutions to pollution. 

River Walk   A good river walk 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, 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 for some simple games, and a few supplies for 

your river walk. Use as many or as few of these tools as you like.  

Some ideas for River Walk activities:  

 Silent walk, with students cupping their hands behind 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.  
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 Play "Meet a Tree" or 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   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. Your Animal station ―sticker‖ may have a wealth of 

experience to share with the children using a different approach – we go with the flow! 

Clay Station   Here, we explain the value of clay as one of North Carolina‘s most abundant natural 

resources. Students learn what clay is -- 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 the Native Americans  who lived here, the Sissapahaw– 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. Students get a small ball of clay to create something of their own to 

take home and we offer clay face painting for those who want to get decorated! 

Nature Art      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 oil 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 options 

We have rain sites available to us. The program doesn‘t begin until 10:00 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!"  
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Haw River Learning Celebration Performers' Guidelines: 

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

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!!!!  

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. The puppet show is a fun way to be involved in performing - for all ages. 

Some Specific Suggestions/Guidelines Stemming From Past Experiences:  

 DO sing songs that get people singing together. Teach the words so everyone can sing together.  

 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 NOT ASSUME that your Haw River Learning Celebration audiences are people of like mind or that 

that your Haw River Learning Celebration audiences voted for the same people that you did, or that they 

share your political or religious 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 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. 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.  We really appreciate Day Volunteers 

pitching in to do a chore or two when you are there. 

The Learning Celebration has a great reputation of leaving our sites, rain sites, and concert sites in a thorough 

state of cleanliness! Our policy is LEAVE NO TRACE.  This is what allows us to come back to the same sites 

year after year.  
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Meals  

Most of our meals are delivered by volunteer cooks or local restaurants - 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 encourage volunteers to brings some treats to 

share to start out the week- perishables like fresh produce and baked goods or other snacks are very welcome. 

Crew Canoing (or Kayaking) 

Paddling 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 this 

year to 10 guests per trip. The first trip will be offered 

in Bynum on Wednesday and the following week on 

Wednesday in Saxapahaw. River enthusiasts will have 

to shuttle themselves to the Bynum 15/501 put- in and 

also to Haw River Canoe and Kayak Company in 

Saxapahaw. Please share in the joy and thank your 

guide and Joe Jacob personally for this very kind 

donation to us! 

Safety Tips: Basic instruction will be offered to all paddlers 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.  

Packing for Camping and Paddling:    The main thing to consider if you want to be comfortable and 

happy on your stay at the Learning Celebration is staying warm (or cool) 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 (for weeks 1 and 2) 

Warm hat  

Windbreaker (nylon)  

Water shoes/Sneakers that have good soles and 

that you can get wet (for swimming and paddling) 

Good walking or hiking boots  

Socks 

Rain gear  

Canteen or water container  

Small day pack  

Sun screen  

Glasses and sunglasses  

Sun Hat  

Work gloves 

Flashlight (or solar light) 

Watch and/or cell phone 
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Paddlers: We recommend that you layer your clothing so you can remove or add clothes as the day progresses. 

For paddling, 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 paddlers must 

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

 

Other Tips for Volunteers 

● 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, field guides, etc.)  

● Music and storytelling are a special part of the Learning Celebration and can be woven into the program 

with the schoolchildren if you are inspired. The Learning Celebration is a place for new performers to 

try their wings – the results have often been extraordinary. A compilation of songs and stories that have 

river/environmental themes will be included in one of the "Activity Folders" for anyone interested.  

● Having a watch or cell phone on you 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 close-up pictures of 

children‘s faces if asked not to by the school.  

● 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 link to it or a copy to on-site coordinators or to: HRA, PO Box 

187, Bynum, NC 27228. 
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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; 

almost 1 million people live in the Haw River basin.  

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. Jordan Lake is a 14,000 acre reservoir built by the 

Army Corps of Engineers (1982) on the lower Haw River at the confluence with the New Hope Creek and its 

tributaries that flow out of Chapel Hill, southern Durham and western Wake. A few miles downriver from the 

Jordan Lake dam the Haw and the Deep Rivers become the big Cape Fear River. 

Some Cultural History   

 (You can read more on our website at http://hawriver.org/about-the-river/history/ ) 

Almost a million people live in the Haw River watershed. The oldest settlements along the Haw were small 

Native American villages. The People of the Haw (the Sissipihaw) spoke an Eastern Siouan language and lived 

bountifully off the land through hunting, fishing and farming. They lived here for thousands of years before the 

Europeans arrived. It is believed that their population was severely weakened by European diseases brought 

through trading contacts. Few remained to see their land overtaken. The survivors joined tribes to the north and 

south and live on today through the Occoneechi and other Native Americans who live in the Piedmont of North 

Carolina. 

German, Scotch-Irish, and English immigrants arrived in the late 1700‘s building farms and settlements. Grist 

mills for grinding grains sprung up along the Haw and its creeks where drop-offs made good dams and mill 

races. Forests were cut down at an amazing speed for lumber and farms. One by one the larger animals declined 

or disappeared — wolves, bears, beavers, otters, eagles. Although most settlers were yeoman farmers, there 

were also some large slave-holding farms or plantations. 

Due to the large number of Quaker people, especially in Guilford and Alamance Counties, the Underground 

Railroad had many stations (safe houses) in the Haw watershed. Escaping slaves used the Haw River and its 

tributaries as landmarks on their way North to freedom and to put off trackers. However, the river could hinder 

an escaping slave as crossing was often dangerous. 
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During the Industrial Revolution, dams and mill races became the sites for textile mills, especially in Alamance 

and Chatham Counties, where water powered the looms and machines. Entire mill villages were built to house 

workers who left hard times in farming in search of jobs. The Haw became more and more polluted as factories 

and towns emptied their waste into the river.  

Piedmont North Carolina is very much a part of the new South. The declining textile industry has been 

supplanted by a surge of new economic development. People have moved here from all over the country, and 

the world. Modern cities live side by side with an older rural way of life. And still the Haw flows on, through 

farms and forests, abandoned textile mills and new suburbs. The forests have grown up where old farms once 

stood and the beaver, otter and eagle have returned.  The mark of a more industrialized culture has been left on 

the Haw River in the growing population that has brought  more runoff and wastewater. Without real changes in 

the way we treat our natural world, pollution will continue to impact our watershed. 

 

About the 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 with our 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.  

The Haw River Assembly is dedicated to the goal of environmental justice and equality for all people in our 

watershed. No group of people should bear a disproportionate share of the negative environmental 

consequences resulting from industrial pollution, or governmental and commercial operations or policies that 

site polluting activities and infrastructure in their community.  We believe all people should have access to 

enjoyment of natural resources and should have a voice in decisions about activates that may affect their 

environment and/or health.  We believe the Haw River Assembly will be a stronger organization and our work 

to protect water will be more successful if our organization represents the full diversity of people living in our 

watershed. 

Water Quality Issues Affecting the Haw River  

Since its beginnings in 1982, the Haw River Assembly has been involved in fighting 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. When needed we 

use legal tools, including litigation to stop pollution. 
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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, as it has been under continuous attack since it was first 

passed.  Continuing problems with industrial pollution in our waters stem from non-compliance with permits, 

insufficient  pre-treating of waste chemicals, and the very big problem of the huge number of chemicals in the 

U.S.A. whose presence in water is unregulated.    

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

Chapel Hill, Durham 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 aging collection pipes carrying raw sewage break. 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 endangered species of mussels and other river life. Excess nitrogen 

and phosphates in the water provide nutrients for algae blooms which can cause fish kills or problems with 

drinking water. These excess nutrients are why Jordan Lake is on the EPA list of "Impaired Waters". We must 

find better ways to reduce the levels of nutrients, heavy metals, synthetic chemicals and other pollutants that are 

present in wastewater.  

Non-point Source Pollution: This is the catchall name for polluted 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. leaking sewer pipes 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 a 

big increase in road and housing construction contributing to erosion problems. Golf courses and landscaped 

subdivisions can contribute large amounts of runoff laden with pesticides, fertilizer and herbicides.  The new 

chip mill technology in forestry to provide "biofuel" for Europe, has meant an alarming increase in timbering, 

including old hardwoods, leaving barren ground and more soil erosion. 

Other Pollution Threats:  We continue to work to keep fracking out of North Carolina, and won a 

temporary injunction against fracking permits  being issued in the state. We are concerned about coal ash being 

brought in and landfilled in the very southern part of our watershed, near the Cape Fear River.  We continue to 

advocate for strong rules to protect water quality in Jordan Lake, and we have used the U.S Clean Water Act to 

hold polluters accountable. 

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. We support preserving land along the river though inclusion in the State 

Parks, conservation easements or protection by land trusts. We work with groups interested in creating public 

trails, greenways, and parks along the riverside and support the Mountain to Sea trail where it runs through our 

watershed 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.  
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Be a part of the solution – Join the Haw River Assembly! 

 

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 

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! 

2016 Learning Celebration Staff 

 

Haw Riverkeeper and HRA Executive Director: Elaine Chiosso 

Learning Celebration and Watershed Education Coordinator: Alex White  

Haw River Watch Coordinator: Emily Sutton 

Safety & Logistics Coordinators: Lawrence Petersen, Weeks 1 and 2, and Doug Brown, Week 3 

Special thanks to 2016 Learning Celebration Steering Committee members, Cynthia Crossen and Maja Kricker 

 

http://www.hawriver.org/

