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NOTE TO READERS

The names of National Heritage Areas (NHAs) can take several forms. Most begin with a place name that signals where they’re located (e.g., Baltimore) or the name of the primary topic they address (e.g., Crossroads of the American Revolution). This name is then followed by “National Heritage Area.” In the examples above, the full name of these NHAs is Baltimore National Heritage Area and Crossroads of the American Revolution National Heritage Area.

However, it’s sometimes a little more complicated. For example, two NHAs begin with the name of a person who was instrumental in establishing and supporting them; an example is Maurice D. Hinchey Hudson River Valley National Heritage Area. And some NHAs use variations on the term “National Heritage Area.” For instance, the Illinois and Michigan Canal is the primary focus of an NHA in Illinois, but its official title is Illinois and Michigan Canal National Heritage Corridor, referencing its long, linear geography that follows the canal over its 100-mile length. While these variations can be a little confusing, try not to let them distract you. You’ll find the official name of each NHA in the Table of Contents, on the map of all NHAs on pages x and xi, and on the title page of each of the chapters that describe them.

To address these variations in names and to reduce the redundancy of using the full, official names of NHAs each time they’re noted, the text in this book uses two conventions. First, all NHAs are referred to as “NHA”s, even when their official name might be National Heritage Corridor or some other construction. Second, the official name of each NHA is used the first time it’s mentioned, but it’s shortened to the operative descriptive name of the area after that. For example, Baltimore National Heritage Area becomes “Baltimore,” and Maurice D. Hinchey Hudson River Valley National Heritage Area becomes “Hudson River Valley.”
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Independence National Historical Park and the Liberty Bell help tell the story of American freedom and democracy (Schuykill River Greenways National Heritage Area).
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National Heritage Sites Map Legend


	
1 Maritime Washington National Heritage Area, WA

	
2 Mountains to Sound Greenway National Heritage Area, WA

	
3 Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta National Heritage Area, CA

	
4 Kenai Mountains–Turnagain Arm National Heritage Area, AK

	
5 Great Basin National Heritage Area, NV & UT

	
6 Yuma Crossing National Heritage Area, AZ

	
7 Mormon Pioneer National Heritage Area, UT

	
8 Santa Cruz Valley National Heritage Area, AZ

	
9 South Park National Heritage Area, CO

	
10 Cache La Poudre River National Heritage Area, CO

	
11 Sangre de Cristo National Heritage Area, CO

	
12 Northern Rio Grande National Heritage Area, NM

	
13 Northern Plains National Heritage Area, ND

	
14 Freedom’s Frontier National Heritage Area, KS & MO

	
15 Silos & Smokestacks National Heritage Area, IA

	
16 Illinois and Michigan Canal National Heritage Area, IL

	
17 Abraham Lincoln National Heritage Area, IL

	
18 Tennessee Civil War National Heritage Area, TN

	
19 Mississippi Delta National Heritage Area, MS

	
20 Cane River National Heritage Area, LA

	
21 Atchafalaya National Heritage Area, LA

	
22 Mississippi Hills National Heritage Area, MS

	
23 Mississippi Gulf Coast National Heritage Area, MS

	
24 Muscle Shoals National Heritage Area, AL

	
25 MotorCities National Heritage Area, MI

	
26 National Aviation Heritage Area, OH

	
27 Canalway National Heritage Area, OH

	
28 Wheeling National Heritage Area, WV

	
29 National Coal Heritage Area, WV

	
30 Blue Ridge National Heritage Area, NC

	
31 Arabia Mountain National Heritage Area, GA

	
32 Augusta Canal National Heritage Area, GA

	
33 South Carolina National Heritage Corridor, SC

	
34 Gullah Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor, FL, GA, SC, NC

	
35 Oil Region National Heritage Area, PA

	
36 Rivers of Steel National Heritage Area, PA

	
37 Appalachian Forest National Heritage Area, WV

	
38 Shenandoah Valley Battlefields National Historic District, VA

	
39 Niagara Falls National Heritage Area, NY

	
40 Erie Canalway National Heritage Corridor, NY

	
41 Delaware and Lehigh National Heritage Corridor, PA

	
42 Lackawanna Valley National Heritage Area, PA

	
43 Schuylkill River Greenways National Heritage Area, PA

	
44 Journey Through Hallowed Ground National Heritage Area, VA, WV, PA, MD

	
45 Susquehanna National Heritage Area, PA

	
46 Baltimore National Heritage Area, MD

	
47 Champlain Valley National Heritage Partnership, NY & VT

	
48 Maurice D. Hinchey Hudson River Valley National Heritage Area, NY

	
49 Crossroads of the American Revolution National Heritage Area, NJ

	
50 Upper Housatonic Valley National Heritage Area, MA & CT

	
51 Freedom’s Way National Heritage Area, MA & NH

	
52 The Last Green Valley National Heritage Corridor, MA & CT

	
53 Essex National Heritage Area, MA

	
54 John H. Chafee Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor, MA & RI









PART I: NATIONAL HERITAGE AREAS

Some readers will be familiar with National Heritage Areas (NHAs), but most probably won’t, and that’s too bad. This book is designed to help remedy that situation by offering readers a guide to America’s large and growing system of NHAs; most of the book is devoted to descriptions of the nation’s NHAs, including the remarkable natural and cultural history they protect and the educational and recreational opportunities they offer. But first, let’s take a little time to learn more about NHAs. While they’re a lot like their better known cousins, national parks, they’re also different in important ways. So what are NHAs? How do they work? And why are they important? Part I of this book answers these and related questions. It also outlines how you can find, enjoy, and appreciate much of America’s natural and cultural history in the NHAs and how to use this guidebook.


A New Kind of National Park

Welcome to America’s National Heritage Areas! NHAs are relatively new places and they’re not yet well known among the public; count yourself fortunate to have discovered them now, before so many others ultimately will. NHAs are much like national parks, except they’re different. Does that sound like Yogi Berra? President Ronald Reagan said it better; at the dedication of the first NHA in 1984, he presciently noted to those in attendance that they were helping to establish “a new kind of national park.” Fast forward to today and there’s now a system 55 NHAs scattered around the nation. NHAs are typically large areas—sometimes even vast expanses—that reflect the sense of place of these distinctive regions, including their natural and cultural history, educational offerings, and outstanding collections of visitor attractions and recreation opportunities.

While NHAs aren’t really national parks, they’re close cousins. Jon Jarvis, recent Director of the National Park Service (NPS), echoed this idea when he spoke of NHAs as “part of the family.” In official bureaucratic language NHAs are “related areas” of the NPS which describes them as “linked in importance and purpose to places managed directly by the National Park Service by preserving important segments of the nation’s natural and cultural heritage.” NHAs receive some (limited) funds from the NPS and, perhaps more importantly, a ready supply of technical assistance and related guidance. Both national parks and NHAs can only be established by Congress. Moreover, national parks and NHAs share a strong sense of purpose; their conservation, education, and recreation related objectives echo one another.
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The lovely and historic Santa Cruz Valley includes dramatic expanses of grasslands in southern Arizona (Santa Cruz Valley National Heritage Area).



But the methods employed by NHAs to achieve these objectives are different—very different—than those used in conventional national parks. National parks are generally large areas of public land owned and managed by the NPS. NHAs take a more inclusive, partnership-based approach; they offer non-profit organizations, private enterprise, interested citizens, and all levels of government the opportunity to help define, celebrate, conserve, and share the natural, historic, cultural, scenic, and recreational resources that have been vital in shaping the identity and destiny of the regions within their borders. Perhaps NHAs might best be described as “parknerships.” Moreover, NHAs are composed primarily of private lands; they’re “living landscapes” where residents live, work, and play.

NHAs are much like the national parks found in many other countries, particularly in Europe where the population density is high compared to the US, and it’s especially challenging to find large areas of public lands. Instead, these national parks include a mix of public and private lands, even including whole communities. Jon Jarvis, former Director of the US NPS, once said that “America invented the idea of national parks, the idea went around the world, and it came back different.” The US can benefit from the experience of other countries in establishing these new kinds of national parks.

Before establishment, Congress must be convinced that NHAs are (or can become) cohesive, distinctive, and nationally important landscapes organized around history, environment, industry, geography, and/or other themes. In other words, NHAs must be recognizable “places.” This assurance often requires a feasibility study that may lead to establishment of an NHA by Congress. Once established, NHAs must conserve the resources that are important to their identity while balancing community needs for sustainable economic development that commonly focuses on heritage-based education, recreation, and tourism. This program of work must be guided by a management plan. NHAs are usually managed (actually, the word “coordinated” is often preferred) by a local partner organization, usually a local non-profit, that is entrusted with planning and management responsibility. Many NHAs include units of the National Park System, but private land is generally not acquired by the federal government for the purposes of NHAs.
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Baltimore’s visitor-friendly Inner Harbor is one the nation’s first urban redevelopment projects and is a powerful draw for both residents and visitors; national heritage areas include a mix of public and private lands (Baltimore National Heritage Area).




An Expanded Democratic Ideal

NHAs are an important manifestation of the evolution of national parks and the underlying character of their democratic ideal. Yellowstone became America’s first national park (and the world’s inaugural national park as well) in 1872, the first time a nation set aside a large area of its land “for the benefit and enjoyment of the people” (as stated in the enlightened legislation that established the park). In this way, Yellowstone and subsequent national parks are foundational manifestations of the American concept of democracy.

Because there was no NPS until 1916, the US Army managed Yellowstone and other early national parks with little or no input from the public. Even after establishment of the NPS, the agency closely managed the national parks in a manner that’s defined primarily by the language of the agency’s 1916 Organic Act that set forth its management objectives; these objectives require that the parks be preserved, but that they also be available for public enjoyment and appreciation. However, starting in the middle part of the 20th century, some new units of the National Park System began to adopt a more aggressively democratic and partnership-based approach to park management, especially where new parks were created in places that were predominately private rather than public lands, places like Cape Cod National Seashore. In addition to the area’s public parks and beaches, this unit of the National Park System includes several towns that help protect the region’s ecological, historical, and scenic integrity through participation in a regional advisory council, development of local land use regulations, economic incentives, and other means. More recently, NHAs have further advanced the notion of democracy in park management by enabling local citizens groups to help identify the resources and values that define their communities, and to help craft a grassroots program of planning, management, and coordination designed to ensure protection of the integrity of these resources and community values.




A Large Landscape-Scale Approach to Conservation

NHAs and their bottom-up, partnership-based approach to parks have other important characteristics and qualities that recommend them to the future of effective conservation and sustainable heritage-based tourism. For example, they advance the cause of a large landscape-scale approach to conservation. Modern ecological knowledge, such as the wide geographic range needed by many prominent wildlife species, highlights the need for coordinated environmental management across large regional environments, land management agencies, and public and private landowners. Wildlife in Yellowstone National Park—grizzly bears, wolves, and bison, for example—tend to wander in and out of the park and are vulnerable when outside the park. This suggests that most conventional national parks are far too small and insular to be fully effective. The same integrated and coordinated regional approach is required to tell coherent historical and cultural stories as well. It’s challenging, for example, to effectively tell the story of the American Civil War by focusing on just a few isolated historic sites. However, obstacles of limited public land ownership, along with multiple and often conflicting objectives of landowners, too often frustrate effective NPS natural and cultural conservation programs.

NHAs can help solve this problem by building partnerships among public and private landowners in large regions of the country. Moreover, this can diminish the need for very large public land ownership, drastically reducing the costs of effective conservation. Management of NHAs typically requires relatively little federal funding (perhaps a few hundred thousand dollars annually); moreover, this funding must usually be matched by non-federal dollars, and federal funding is usually designed to sunset for NHAs after an initial period of about 10 years. In these ways, NHAs are seen as a means to extend the reach of the conservation objectives of national parks in a coordinated and remarkably efficient and effective manner.

In keeping with their potential to conserve natural and cultural resources at a landscape scale, most NHAs are large—even very large. For example, Tennessee Civil War NHA is more than 42,000 square miles, larger than five of the New England states combined. Northern Rio Grande National Heritage Area includes 10,000 square miles of north central New Mexico and is nearly three times the size of Yellowstone National Park. Even in the east, where most national parks tend to be relatively small, some NHAs are large; for example, Champlain Valley National Heritage Partnership is nearly 9,000 square miles. This size encourages and facilitates planning and management that encompasses much of the geographic scope of natural and cultural landscapes; in such large areas, it’s more feasible to protect natural features and processes (e.g., the habitat of wide-ranging wildlife species) and to tell coherent stories of American history (e.g., the Civil War). The size advantage of NHAs is amplified by the fact that many are directly adjacent to one another. Examples include Sangre de Christo and Northern Rio Grande (Colorado and New Mexico), Great Basin and Mormon Pioneer (Nevada and Utah), and large clusters of NHAs in the Southeast and Northeast/New England.
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Many National Heritage Areas are very large; Susquehanna National Heritage Area pictured here is eight times the size of Yellowstone National Park.



NHAs have advanced programs that magnify this large-scale approach to conservation even further. For example, Operation Pollination is a large-scale effort across multiple NHAs and their partners to reverse the decline of pollinators such as bees, butterflies, and bats; these pollinators are vital to flowering plants, but have been endangered by pesticides, invasive species, and habitat loss. Participating NHAs and their partners sign a pledge to support pollinators by planting a pollinator garden, holding educational programs, and raising awareness about this issue. Nearly all NHAs also belong to the Alliance of National Heritage Areas that shares information on effective conservation and community-led sustainable heritage-based tourism programs through workshops, publications, and annual conferences.




A Coordinated System of National Parks and National Heritage Areas

Of course, conservation of natural and cultural history can be accomplished through both conventional national parks and NHAs, as well as innovative combinations of these approaches. For example, in large landscape conservation efforts, conventional national parks—environmentally and culturally sensitive lands that are managed by the NPS—may be needed as the core of large, integrated landscapes, and sizable buffer areas of mixed ownership properties—in the form of NHAs—add to the probability of successful conservation management. Conservation of the large region of the Great Basin geographic province that constitutes much of the American West and Southwest takes this form; Great Basin National Park in Nevada is the core area of nearly 80,000 acres owned and closely managed by the NPS, and this is complimented by the vast—more than 10 million-acre—Great Basin National Heritage Area that links the park to surrounding national forests, tribal lands, and numerous small communities in the states of Nevada and Utah. Other examples include the NPS site, Cane River Creole National Historical Park, and Cane River NHA, and the NPS site, Blackstone River Valley National Historical Park, and John H. Chafee Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor.

In an analogous way, the telling of coherent and meaningful stories of history and culture is more effective when it can draw directly on the large regional contexts from which these stories emanate. For example, in the case of the Illinois & Michigan Canal NHA described at the beginning of this chapter, this history-changing nearly 100-mile engineering project, a grand manifestation of America’s 19th-century Industrial Revolution, can best be interpreted and appreciated in its entirety, as opposed to an isolated historic site and/or museum. This strategy requires and is enriched by a mosaic of public, private, and non-profit lands and organizations, the kinds of places found in America’s NHAs.


[image: Great Basin National Park is the core of the much larger Great Basin National Heritage Area.]
Great Basin National Park is the core of the much larger Great Basin National Heritage Area.






Balancing Conservation, Education, and Recreation

National parks have strong conservation, education, and recreation-related objectives. As defined by the Organic Act of 1916 that established the NPS, national parks are to “conserve the scenery and the natural historic objects and the wildlife therein,” but also to “provide for the enjoyment of the same” through education and recreation. Balancing these sometimes conflicting objectives of conservation and use can be challenging. NHAs have similar objectives, but balance conservation and use through sustainable programs of heritage-based education, recreation, and tourism. Some of the funds for these programs come from NPS grants to NHAs, and NPS review of these grants helps ensure that they contribute to conservation. Moreover, successful programs of heritage-based tourism raise funds for NHAs and their partners that can be invested in conservation-related initiatives. Based on this model, NHAs develop and maintain visitor attractions such as parks, historic sites, museums, festivals, living history programs, trails, scenic drives, and much more.




Education and the Power of Place

Many Americans know that the national parks have famously been called “America’s best idea,” a reference to writer and conservationist Wallace Stegner’s essay arguing that national parks are such an important manifestation of American democracy. More recently, the national parks are also being called “America’s classroom,” referencing the ways in which the parks are increasingly being used to teach students at all levels about the nation’s natural and cultural history. American schools and colleges are revolutionizing their curricula to include high-impact practices—real life case studies, internships, field and work trips, summer jobs—that focus on student engagement with real places and problems.

The educational programs of the NPS have been an important component of its mission from its very beginning. NPS rangers in their signature “flat hats” are the traditional public face of the parks, telling stories around the campfire, taking visitors on nature walks, and generally “interpreting” the natural and cultural history of the parks to its wide-eyed visitors. The national parks are the envy of many teachers for their power to engage. NHAs are powerful extensions of this educational mission, using their nationally significant cultural landscapes and natural and cultural history—their power of place—to educate both residents and visitors about the role these places play in America’s history and future.


[image: This reenactment of the Civil War battle at Gettysburg is an example of the “power of place” as an education tool (Journey Through Hallowed Ground National Heritage Area).]
This reenactment of the Civil War battle at Gettysburg is an example of the “power of place” as an education tool (Journey Through Hallowed Ground National Heritage Area).



NHAs extend the educational role of the national parks in both formal and informal contexts. The experience and expertise of NHAs in building partnerships—with schools, historic sites, museums, national parks, and more—add to this power of place. Moreover, the remarkable diversity of the system of NHAs (read more about this below) and their lived-in landscapes magnify their potential to connect and engage with such a wide variety of people and places.




Community Pride and Wellbeing

NHAs are a source of pride for those who live within them. These are places that have distinctive natural and cultural histories that make significant contributions to the larger American story; Congress has recognized these places as important to the nation. Moreover, the people who live near and care about these places have had the wisdom and foresight to protect this heritage and the generosity to share it with others, and this should add to community pride. The array of attractions in NHAs—history, culture, education, recreation—should contribute to the quality of life for those who live there. And, of course, the sustainable programs of heritage-based tourism that are an integral part of all NHAs contribute to the economic wellbeing of the community and its residents.




Efficiency and Effectiveness

It was noted earlier that NHAs have a reputation for being an efficient and effective way of protecting the natural and cultural history of the regions they help manage, of offering an array of educational and recreational attractions, and of developing thriving heritage-based tourism programs. And the numbers back this up. The latest figures report the activities of NHAs for 2020 and they’re impressive. The 55 NHAs received a modest $20.9 million from the federal government (these funds are allocated by the NPS) and leveraged this with $88.5 million in funds and in-kind services from a variety of other sources. They engaged with more than 8,000 formal and informal partners and benefited from the work of more than 23,000 volunteers, an estimated $10.1 million value. Nearly 247 historic sites and more than 8,600 acres of cultural landscapes were preserved and maintained. Nearly 150 recreation projects were undertaken, more than 500 miles of trails were maintained, 64 miles of new trails were developed, and NHAs made recreation grants to partners totaling nearly $600,000. All NHAs are periodically evaluated to help ensure their efficiency and effectiveness.




Contributions to Diversity

By definition, NHAs are grassroots efforts to define and protect the cultural heritage of distinctive regions, and this has led to a focus on diversity, equity, and inclusion. The Alliance of National Heritage Areas (noted above) defines diversity as “meaningful representation of different groups in cultural heritage development, included but not limited to race, age, gender identity, sexual orientation, physical/mental ability, ethnicity, geography, and perspective.” Equity is defined as “policies and practices that help communities gain access to opportunity, networks, and resources toward reaching their full cultural heritage potential.” And inclusion is defined as “authentic engagement of diverse groups in cultural heritage development, providing all community members with a genuine sense of belonging.”


[image: National heritage areas celebrate American history but are careful to address the conflicts and issues that have troubled the nation as well; National Coal Heritage Area in West Virginia, for example, tells the story of how and why miners organized strikes for better working conditions.]
National heritage areas celebrate American history but are careful to address the conflicts and issues that have troubled the nation as well; National Coal Heritage Area in West Virginia, for example, tells the story of how and why miners organized strikes for better working conditions.



The success of this commitment to diversity is evident in the bold new array of cultural landscapes found in so many NHAs—the heritage associated with the use of the nation’s vast coal and oil deposits; the steel, railroad, aircraft, and automobile industries; development of the blues, rock and roll, and other new forms of music; the evolution of American agriculture; the birth of the American Industrial Revolution, and the emergence of Gullah Geechee, Cajun, and Creole cultures. And this is why NHAs celebrate such a wide array of American triumphs such as the Declaration of Independence, the Hudson River School painters, the Appalachian Trail, the literature of William Faulkner and Louisa May Alcott, and the philosophy of Henry David Thoreau, but also commemorate the tragedy of slavery, the Trail of Tears, the brutal murder of Emmett Till, the Japanese internment camps of World War II, and the sometimes violent struggle for fairness by the United Automobile Workers and the United Farm Workers. This approach helps ensure conservation of a rich diversity of natural and cultural landscapes and candid dialogue on difficult, even painful topics. NHAs complement the traditional focus of many national parks that are more representative of what has been called the “great men, great events” approach.

The “new kind of national park” represented by NHAs has also helped bring parks to a greater diversity of people, especially those who live in urban areas. Since NHAs don’t require large tracts of public land, it’s easier to establish them in areas where most land is already in private ownership. NHAs are living landscapes—places where people live, work, and play—and are more conducive to urban and urban-proximate areas.




From National Parks to National Heritage Areas

Visitors to NHAs may sometimes assume they’re in national parks. As noted above, national parks and NHAs share foundational objectives. NHAs often look a lot like national parks and act like them too (though the non-governmental status of nearly all NHA management entities allows them to be more innovative and agile). They help conserve nationally important cultural landscapes and offer a host of associated visitor attractions. Like national parks, many have visitor centers (or sometimes share visitor centers with the NPS). Examples include the lovely National Park Service Regional Visitor Center in Salem, Massachusetts, that serves the region’s NPS sites and the larger Essex NHA, Appalachian Forest NHA’s Appalachian Forest Discovery Center in the historic Darden Mill, and the Blackstone Valley Heritage Corridor Visitor Center at Blackstone River Valley NHA. Most NHAs offer visitor “passports” and stamps that can be obtained at attraction sites (many national park and NHA visitors enjoy collecting these stamps in their passports), some NHAs have “rangers” who offer interpretive programs to visitors, just like national parks, and some even have junior rangers programs which are traditional favorites of younger visitors to the national parks. In a very pragmatic way, President Reagan was right when he welcomed establishment of the first NHA as “a new kind of national park.”


[image: Many national heritage areas bring parks to the people in the nation’s population centers (Maritime Washington National Heritage Area).]
Many national heritage areas bring parks to the people in the nation’s population centers (Maritime Washington National Heritage Area).



Some observers think NHAs are a revolution in the definition and management of parks, even a new paradigm, but others believe they’re more of an evolution. However, there’s little doubt that there’s a global trend toward the model of parks represented by NHAs, parks that include a wider range of participants, encompass a broader scale of size and topics, and address lived-in landscapes. They go by different names in the various regions of the world—“greenline” parks, reserves, preserves, and NHAs are probably the most well-known in Europe and the United States. None of this obviates the need for national parks as they’ve been conventionally defined in the United States; in fact, national parks and NHAs nicely complement one another. Visit the NHAs and see for yourself.




A Growing System of National Heritage Areas

The first NHA was established in 1984, and at this writing, there are 55 NHAs (though one is currently inactive). This number will increase as several regions are currently awaiting designation, and more are certain to apply. As noted earlier, both national parks and NHAs are established by Congress, but this process is often driven by public involvement. Establishment of many national parks was influenced by citizens who devoted much time, energy, and love to this cause. Examples include John Muir’s determined efforts to establish Yosemite National Park and Marjorie Stoneman Douglas’s work in the cause of Everglades National Park.


[image: Journey Through Hallowed Ground National Heritage Area began with a grassroots movement to protect Manassas Battlefield.]
Journey Through Hallowed Ground National Heritage Area began with a grassroots movement to protect Manassas Battlefield.



NHAs have magnified this grassroots approach. For example, in the early 1990s, a theme park was proposed near Virginia’s Civil War Manassas Battlefield where Confederate forces won a solid victory over the Union at great expense to both armies. Historians and concerned citizens worried that a theme park would desecrate this important historic site, a part of the National Park System. Organizations of citizens, including the National Trust for Historic Preservation, the Civil War Trust, the Piedmont Environmental Council, and Scenic America joined forces in an effort to protect the area around Manassas Battlefield and many of the other significant sites that make up the especially rich cultural landscapes of the larger region. Through these efforts, Journey Through Hallowed Ground NHA was established in 2008. This 180-mile-long, up to 75-mile-wide swath of land through four states, from Gettysburg in the north to Monticello in the south, tells a holistic story of many of our nation’s early leaders and the conflicts the country has faced.

Abraham Lincoln NHA is another good example. Here, a group of local citizens in central Illinois came together in 1998 to form the non-profit group, Looking for Lincoln Heritage Coalition, to discover, document, and tell the story of their most famous resident who helped guide our nation through some of its most difficult years. After 10 years of hard but rewarding work, Abraham Lincoln NHA was established by Congress. This is a big NHA, 43 counties in central Illinois, where Lincoln lived from his early 20s, raising his family and pursuing his passion for law and politics. This NHA uniquely tells Lincoln’s compelling story by adding the context and backdrop of his life, including the people and places that shaped him in matters of unity, equality, race, and democracy; central Illinois is where he developed the courage and wisdom to lead the nation through the Civil War years.

Similarly, in 1990, a group of local citizens hiked from Snoqualmie Pass in Washington’s Cascade Mountains to the shores of Puget Sound to highlight their vision for preserving this scenic corridor in the face of booming regional development. Soon after, the Mountains to Sound Greenway Trust, a non-profit organization, was formed to help make this dream come true. Over the next three decades, the Greenway Trust led a coalition of non-profit, business, and government leaders who worked together to conserve public lands, restore native habitat, and connect an expansive network of trails across what is now known as Mountains to Sound Greenway NHA. The Green way is an iconic 1.5-million-acre cultural landscape that spans three watersheds and extends nearly 100 miles from Seattle and Puget Sound on the west, across the Cascade Mountains, and on to Ellensburg and Central Washington in the east. With hard work and broad support from local people (including the area’s Native American tribes), and the area’s Congressional delegation, Mountains to Sound Greenway NHA was established by Congress in 2019. Collectively, the NHAs are a new kind of national park system that’s driven more directly by the people who live, work, and play there—tens of millions of them—in these nationally important regions.






Discovering America in the National Heritage Areas
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Alaska’s Kenai Mountains include glaciers and the nation’s largest icefield (Kenai Mountains-Turnagain Arm National Heritage Area).



Like the National Park System, the growing system of National Heritage Areas is remarkably diverse. NHAs are found throughout much of the nation, from urban areas to the wilds of Alaska. Moreover, they include many of the most iconic examples of our nation’s natural and cultural history; these are the places that Americans themselves have identified and are working hard to protect and share, places that are representative of our natural environment, our history and culture, and our sweeping system of recreation opportunities. Searching for America? Find it in the National Heritage Areas.


Geography

NHAs are scattered across the nation and the system of NHAs continues to grow. A large number of NHAs are clustered in the Northeast and Southeast, but those in the Midwest and West tend to be larger. Some NHAs are in or around large urban areas. For example, Baltimore NHA includes much of the city with an emphasis on its historic and active port, Fort McHenry and the birth of the Star-Spangled Banner, as well as the contributions of the area’s African American population to the city’s rich history and culture. Other NHAs with strong urban connections include Chicago (Illinois and Michigan Canal NHA), Seattle (Maritime Washington NHA), Atlanta (Arabia Mountain NHA), and Detroit (MotorCities NHA). Other NHAs are rural; examples include The Last Green Valley NHA and Upper Housitonic Valley NHA in quiet corners of New England, the three NHAs in Mississippi, and Northern Plains NHA in North Dakota. Some are farther out on the rural end of the spectrum: drive “the loneliest road in America” at Great Basin NHA and enjoy the solitude this NHA offers with its 16,000 square miles (larger than many states) and fewer than 25,000 residents. Still not rural enough? Visit the many wilderness areas found within the system of NHAs, including Alaska’s Kenai Mountains-Turnagain Arm NHA.




Nature


[image: American’s coastlines are well represented in the system of national heritage areas (Maritime Washington National Heritage Area).]
American’s coastlines are well represented in the system of national heritage areas (Maritime Washington National Heritage Area).
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Rhododendron decorate the hillsides in spring at Blue Ridge National Heritage Area.



There are many ways to describe the natural diversity found in America’s system of NHAs. Consider, for example, major natural features—mountains, valleys, rivers, seashores—that help define the national landscape. Several NHAs include portions of the country’s major mountain ranges. South Park NHA, for example, lies in the geographic center of Colorado and features a high-elevation grassland basin surrounded by the dramatic peaks of the Rocky Mountains, several rising to more than 14,000 feet. Other mountain ranges represented in the NHAs include the Appalachians (Appalachian Forest NHA), Adirondacks (Champlain Valley NHA), Blue Ridge Mountains (Blue Ridge NHA), Cascades (Mountains to Sound Greenway NHA), and the Sangre de Christos (Northern Rio Grande NHA). At some NHAs you’ll find impressive glaciers and icefields mixed in with the mountains; at Alaska’s Kenai Mountains-Turnagain Arm NHA, for example, visitors can hike to the edge of the Harding Icefield, an astonishing 700 square miles of ice, the largest such natural phenomenon in the nation.

Major American rivers in the NHAs include the Mississippi, Colorado, Rio Grande, Susquehanna, Tennessee, and Missouri. At Mississippi Delta NHA, visitors can explore the river’s signature natural feature, the massive Mississippi River Delta—200 miles long and nearly 90 miles wide, an area of nearly 7,000 square miles. Yuma Crossing NHA sits hard on the banks of the Colorado River; this legendary waterway is 1,400 miles long, drains much of the American Southwest, carved the Grand Canyon, and now provides water and power to millions of people in seven southwestern states.

NHAs highlight a host of other natural features. Examples include the dramatic desert lands of Santa Cruz Valley NHA and the lovely and historic valley at aptly named The Last Green Valley NHA, an 1,100-square-mile island of green in densely populated Connecticut and Massachusetts. Some of the last remaining expanses of America’s Great Plains can be found at North Dakota’s Northern Plains NHA and Iowa’s Silos and Smokestacks NHA. Dramatic coastlines are featured at Maritime Washington NHA (a staggering 3,000 miles of Pacific Ocean coast), and South Carolina NHA, marked by an expanse of the region’s coastal salt marshes, estuaries, natural harbors, and islands.

The system of NHAs is highly biodi-verse and includes habitat for an enormous variety of plants and animals. Iconic examples include thousand-year-old cypress trees and majestic oaks draped in Spanish moss at Atchafalaya NHA, ancient bristlecone pines at Great Basin NHA, a 20,000-acre preserve of restored tall grass prairie (including a resident herd of bison) at Illinois and Michigan Canal NHA, old-growth rainforests at Maritime Washington NHA, and vast forests of giant saguaro cactuses at Santa Cruz Valley NHA. Alpine meadows light up with spring and summer wildflowers in the mountains of Olympic National Park, part of Maritime Washington NHA, and hillsides are covered in flowering rhododendron and mountain laurel at Blue Ridge NHA. Interesting and iconic animals also populate NHAs; examples include mountain lions (Northern Rio Grande NHA), alligators (Atchafalaya NHA), golden eagles (Cache la Poudre River NHA), elk (Blue Ridge NHA), grizzly bears (Kenai Mountains-Turnagain Arm NHA), and wild salmon (Mountains to Sound Green way NHA).




History

Of course, the nation’s rich history complements its natural resources. One way to think about American history is to divide it into important periods, and most are well-represented in the nation’s system of NHAs. Of course, all NHAs had thousands of years of prehistory and many offer insights to the people who lived there during this period. Many groups of Native Americans are represented in NHAs; there are 18 federally recognized tribes at Maritime Washington NHA alone. Shell middens at Susquehanna NHA and burial mounds at Mississippi Hills NHA, Silos and Smokestacks NHA, and Muscle Shoals NHA are silent messengers of native people from the prehistoric past. Present-day Native Americans tell their own fascinating stories at the magical pueblos in Northern Rio Grande NHA and on reservations in other NHAs.


[image: The Taos Pueblo in Northern Rio Grande National Heritage Area allows contemporary Native Americans to tell their story.]
The Taos Pueblo in Northern Rio Grande National Heritage Area allows contemporary Native Americans to tell their story.



Unfortunately, native peoples were treated very poorly by European-American settlers and the US government, both of which assumed ownership of native lands and broke treaties that had been negotiated in good faith. The Indian Removal Act of 1862 banished tribes of Native American people to western reservations; the infamous Trail of Tears, the forced relocation of the Cherokee from the Appalachian Mountains to a reservation in what would become the State of Oklahoma, is acknowledged at Blue Ridge NHA and several others. The Bismarck-Mandan Railroad Bridge across the Upper Missouri River in Northern Plains NHA signifies the taking of Indian land for construction of an intercontinental railroad; this significant place is now an International Site of Conscience.

Recorded history begins with Spanish, French, and other explorers in North America and this is recognized in several NHAs, including Mississippi Gulf Coast and Santa Cruz Valley. Early American settlement began in the first part of the 17th century and is represented by the group of Puritans who landed on the shores of “New England,” and this story is told in situ at Essex NHA. Early American settlement continued along the coast and expanded inland to the Appalachian Mountains and is well represented at Blue Ridge NHA. Great Smoky Mountains National Park is a part of this NHA and the park’s Cades Cove area features a recreated early American settlement. Later, the period of American expansion moved farther west and this story is told at Silos and Smokestacks NHA and Northern Plains NHA. The Homestead Act of 1862 promised 160 acres of land and a better life, attracting immigrants from Europe and other parts of the world to America’s frontier territories. This period is marked by the historic Lewis and Clark Expedition that spent the winter of 1803 at what is now Northern Plains NHA; here the expedition added Sacagawea, a 16-year-old Shoshone girl, as a liaison to Native American tribes.


[image: The bitter winter encampment of General George Washington’s Continental Army in 1779-80 is one of many pivotal American Revolutionary War sites in the national heritage areas (Crossroads of the American Revolution National Heritage Area).]
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The American Revolution was fought from 1775-1783 and this story is richly told and illustrated at many NHAs, marking the very places where this history occurred. Elements of the Revolution include the Declaration of Independence, the US Constitution, Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell, “the shot heard round the world,” the bitterly cold winter encampment of General George Washington’s Continental Army at Valley Forge, and the war’s many important battlefields; all are well represented in the NHAs. Crossroads of the American Revolution NHA in New Jersey is perhaps the best example. New Jersey stood at the juncture of the British stronghold of New York and the new nation’s capital of Philadelphia; General George Washington and his Continental Army spent more time in New Jersey—more than 800 days—than any other state during the seven years of the war. Other NHAs contribute to interpreting the American Revolution including Freedom’s Way, Hudson River Valley, Schuylkill River, Champlain Valley, and Upper Housatonic Valley.

The story of America’s Industrial Revolution in the early-to-mid 19th century is also well told in the NHAs. A vital element of the Industrial Revolution was the power needed to fuel emerging industries. Water power was instrumental in this process, and the region of the Blackstone River Valley NHA is widely acknowledged as the place where America’s Industrial Revolution began. Here, at Old Slater Mill, the quickly flowing water of the river was harnessed to spin cotton, and America was changed economically and socially forever.

Of course, other sources of fuel were needed as well and these stories are told in several other NHAs. Vast deposits of coal were found in the hills of Pennsylvania and West Virginia and “King Coal” powered much of America, heating homes, fueling trains, and running industry; National Coal NHA and several others use the historic mines that pepper these regions to educate America about the importance of the manifold and extensive uses of coal. Oil was also vital to the evolution of industry. The first commercial oil well was developed in the mid-19th-century in what is now Oil Region NHA; the well consisted of a pipe driven into the ground, a hand pump, and a bathtub to collect the oil. This area is now known as the “valley that changed the world.” Not only did “black gold” emerge from this initial primitive oil well, but in a sense, so did Standard Oil and other industrial giants.

Iron and steel were also instrumental elements of the Industrial Revolution. Iron, mined in several areas that are now NHAs, was combined with emerging technologies and the fire of coal and oil, to create “Big Steel” in Pittsburg and other areas, facilitating construction of the Brooklyn Bridge, the Empire State Building, railroad engines, massive ships, and eventually automobiles and airplanes. Rivers of Steel NHA showcases development of this industry.


[image: The Slater Mill complex at John H. Chafee Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor is widely recognized as the start of the American Industrial Revolution.]
The Slater Mill complex at John H. Chafee Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor is widely recognized as the start of the American Industrial Revolution.




[image: Nineteenth-century canals are early manifestations of America’s Industrial Revolution (Erie Canalway National Heritage Corridor).]
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Construction of canals for the efficient transport of raw materials to industry and finished products to consumers played a vital role in the Industrial Revolution as well, and the NHAs offer many such sites. For example, in 1817, the New York legislature voted to construct the Erie and Champlain Canals; eight years later, the canal system opened, allowing boats to travel from the Atlantic Ocean to the upper Great Lakes. This 500-mile system of canals is an engineering marvel and a triumph of human labor, and it’s the heart of Erie Canalway NHA. Other 19th-century canals are preserved at several NHAs. (Lots of these canals offer rides on historic canal boats—read on.)

The period of the Civil War from 1861 to 1865 and the associated Reconstruction and Jim Crow years immediately following were wrenching; learn about these periods in several units of the NHA system. Tennessee Civil War NHA and Shenandoah Valley Battlefields NHA are the primary actors. Tennessee was a pivotal state, President Lincoln calling it “the keystone of the Southern arch.” Civil War battlefield sites are numerous in the state, both in number and importance. Historians count nearly 3,000 military engagements here, including the infamous battles at Shiloh, Stones River, Fort Donelson, Chickamauga/Chattanooga, and Franklin. The Shenandoah Valley was also a strategic location between north and south and saw lots of action, including General “Stone-wall” Jackson’s brilliant maneuvering to keep Union forces occupied and away from the vulnerable Confederate capital of Richmond, Virginia, General Robert E. Lee’s Gettysburg Campaign in 1862 (the “high-water mark” of the Confederate Army), and General Phillip Sheridan’s Shenandoah Campaign in 1864, driving Confederate troops from the Shenandoah Valley.

At the turn of the 20th century, the nation was engaged in a Conservation Movement and there was growing concern over dwindling natural resources and the wasteful ways in which they were being consumed. In response to this concern, many areas of the country were set aside as parks and forest reserves. Vermont’s George Perkins Marsh (celebrated at Champlain Valley NHA) was instrumental in laying the intellectual foundation of the Conservation Movement, and Niagara Falls State Park (a key feature of Niagara Falls NHA) was the nation’s first state park, designed by influential landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted. John James Audubon and John and William Bartram were three of America’s most famous naturalists and contributed to this national movement as illustrated at Schuylkill River Greenways NHA. John Muir effectively advocated for establishment of Yosemite National Park and is generally acknowledged as the father of the national parks: his story is told at his historic home in Sacramento-San Juaquin Delta NHA. And Henry David Thoreau’s powerful writings on the relationship between man and nature are celebrated at his famous cabin at Walden Pond in Freedom’s Way NHA.


[image: Vermont’s George Perkins Marsh was a prophet of America’s 19th-century Conservation Movement (Champlain Valley National Heritage Partnership).]
Vermont’s George Perkins Marsh was a prophet of America’s 19th-century Conservation Movement (Champlain Valley National Heritage Partnership).



Though the Civil War won the emancipation of slaves, racial discrimination has continued to plague the nation, leading to the Civil Rights Movement of the second half of the 20th century and continuing today. Signature events included the brutal murder of Emmett Till (Mississippi Delta NHA), integration of the University of Mississippi by James Meredith in 1962, and integration of Little Rock Central High School by nine brave African American children as reflected in the famous Supreme Court case, Brown v. Board of Education. These and related accounts are described at Freedom’s Frontier NHA and several others.



[image: Federally enforced integration of Arkansas’s Little Rock Central High School in 1957 was an outgrowth of the famous Supreme Court ruling Brown v. Board of Education (Freedom’s Frontier National Heritage Area).]
Federally enforced integration of Arkansas’s Little Rock Central High School in 1957 was an outgrowth of the famous Supreme Court ruling Brown v. Board of Education (Freedom’s Frontier National Heritage Area).



The contemporary Environmental Movement is also addressed in a number of NHAs; this is a period in which environmental pollution and related issues were first seen to threaten human health and welfare. The massive oil spill of the Exxon Valdez in 1989 at Kenai Mountains-Turnagain Arm NHA is a signature event. Schuylkill River Greenways NHA and Blackstone River Valley NHA are working hard to clean up waters polluted by the Industrial Revolution. Restoration of coal mines and other industrial brownfields is underway at Lackawanna NHA and Rivers of Steel NHA. Niagara Falls NHA’s innovative public shuttle bus system is a convenience to visitors, but also reduces carbon emissions. Water conservation programs are underway at Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta NHA, and Yuma Crossing NHA is restoring natural wetlands along the banks of the Colorado River.




Culture

Distinctive cultures and the way they’ve been synthesized and blended to form new and creative expressions of language, music, art, food, and crafts are at the heart of several NHAs. In south-central Louisiana, Cajun culture has emerged from the descendants of the area’s early French Canadians, African and Caribbean Creoles, Spanish, Native Americans, and European Americans, and a new language emerged. Sometimes called “Louisiana French,” this blended and colorful language is spoken by many residents at Atchafalaya NHA. The phrase Laissez les bons temps rouler means “Let the good times roll,” summing up the region’s approach to much of life. Similarly, at Gullah Geechee Cultural Heritage Corridor along the lowlands of the nation’s southeastern coast, former African and Caribbean slaves, along with European immigrants, crafted a distinct language—Gullah—a simplified form of communication developed among people who spoke many languages. Gullah is still spoken by about 5,000 descendants of these early Americans. This new culture has also presented itself in creative forms of music, arts and crafts, architecture, and spirituality.


[image: National heritage areas such as Gullah Geechee, Atchafalaya, and Cane River feature local foods that represent unique blends of multiple cultures.]
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Bluegrass music—influenced by ballad singing, gospel, blues, the Anglo-Irish fiddle, old-time, and sacred music—evolved in the isolated hills and valleys of what is now Blue Ridge NHA in North Carolina and is played throughout the region for the benefit of both residents and visitors. This NHA has also been recognized for the quality and innovation of its crafts that have been elevated to arts.

Since their establishment in 1851, the villages of the Rio Culebra in Sangre de Christo NHA have been representative of early Hispano American settlement. The vernacular architecture of the villages is distinctive. The original settlers of the Culebra Villages brought with them a form of land settlement and irrigation that was based on principles of equity, shared scarcity, and cooperation in which water was viewed as a resource rather than a commodity.

At Santa Cruz Valley NHA in southern Arizona, human history is especially long and diverse. An ancient Native American presence can be traced back 12,000 years, and portions of the landscape have been continuously farmed over the last 4,000 years. The people who live here today represent several cultures, including Native Americans, descendants of Spanish ancestors who colonized the Valley in the late 17th century, Mexican families who settled here before it was part of the United States, and more recent generations of pioneers searching for the American dream. A local agriculture based on this long and diverse cultural history has emerged and is at the heart of greater Tucson’s designation by the United Nations as the first “City of Gastronomy.” The NHA’s farms feature heir-loom Sonoran Desert-adapted fruit orchards and vegetable gardens.

Other examples of cultural diversity and distinctiveness include the Shakers (Freedom’s Way NHA), the Amish (Susquehanna NHA), the birth of the blues in Mississippi Delta NHA, and the “musical melting pot” and nationally important recording studios at Muscle Shoals NHA.


[image: Blues is a singular American musical innovation; find a “juke” in Mississippi Delta National Heritage Area and enjoy the show.]
Blues is a singular American musical innovation; find a “juke” in Mississippi Delta National Heritage Area and enjoy the show.



Many NHAs honor their heritage of immigrants from diverse parts of the world. Men and women from all over Europe came to America to work in New England textile mills (e.g., Blackstone River Valley NHA), to farm fertile lands (e.g., Silos and Smokestacks NHA and Northern Plains NHA), and to work in the coal mines of Pennsylvania and West Virginia (Lackawanna Valley NHA and National Coal NHA) and Pittsburg’s steel mills (Rivers of Steel NHA). Asians immigrated to California to help build railroads and farm the great Delta region (Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta NHA). Mexican and other Spanish-speaking people came to southern California to farm the fertile lands irrigated by the Colorado River (Yuma Crossing NHA). All were in search of freedom and a better life and have contributed to the rich multi-cultural fabric of America.

Of course, an important way of teaching and learning about the past (and maybe the future!) is through museums, and nearly all NHAs offer this type of attraction. Some are world class; the Peal Museum at Baltimore NHA, the Detroit Historical Museum at MotorCities NHA, the National Museum of the United States Air Force at National Aviation NHA, and the Arizona-Sonoran Desert Museum at Santa Cruz Valley NHA are good examples. Many others are more specialized, but highly entertaining and informative; examples include the North Dakota Heritage Center and State Museum at Northern Plains NHA, Henry Ford Museum of American Innovation at MotorCities NHA, the Shelburne Museum at Champlain Valley NHA, Old Sturbridge Village at The Last Green Valley NHA, Negro Leagues Baseball Museum at Freedom’s Frontier NHA, Delta Blues Museum at Mississippi Delta NHA, Hancock Shaker Village at Upper Housatonic Valley NHA, Washington State Ski and Snowboard Museum at Mountains to Sound NHA, and Living History Farms at Silos and Smokestacks NHA. Notice the diversity?


[image: The massive National Museum of the US Air Force is one of many educational sites featured in America’s system of 55 national heritage areas (National Aviation Heritage Area).]
The massive National Museum of the US Air Force is one of many educational sites featured in America’s system of 55 national heritage areas (National Aviation Heritage Area).



Nearly all NHAs include historic and often charming towns that make great places to learn about the area’s history and enjoy opportunities to visit museums, take walking tours of historic downtowns and village greens, and find visitor-friendly facilities and services. For example, Natchitoches, perhaps the first settlement in the vast lands of the Lousiana Purchase, is a lovely, historic town in Cane River NHA. Hudson River Valley NHA includes a long string of historic towns, some of which feature the homes of prominent American families such as the Rockefellers, Vanderbilts, and Roosevelts; many of these homes and gardens are open to the public. NHAs that feature historic canals are often lined with colorful “canal towns” that sprouted up along the route. And scenic byways that run through so many NHAs connect historic and interesting villages. Alaska’s Kenai Mountains-Turnagain Arm NHA includes a series of “trail friendly” towns that support hikers. A few NHAs that were once isolated include the remains of interesting “company towns”; built by mining and textile companies, these communities often included homes, schools, stores, churches, and recreation facilities for workers, resulting in unusual and interesting social dynamics. For example, the rural, agrarian character of much of West Virginia was transformed by the coal and railroad industries and many new company towns were constructed for workers. However, the towns rapidly introduced great cultural diversity associated with the inflow of immigrants from Europe and elsewhere, the stores run by these companies were sometimes exploitive, and there were occasional violent conflicts between labor and industry. Some NHAs feature ghost towns that offer glimpses into the past; examples include Mormon Pioneer NHA and Santa Cruz Valley NHA.



[image: Ghost towns offer silent stories of early America in several national heritage areas (Great Basin National Heritage Area).]
Ghost towns offer silent stories of early America in several national heritage areas (Great Basin National Heritage Area).



Many NHAs feature the economic heritage that has marked their distinctive past and that will help guide their future as they continue to build a program of sustainable heritage-based tourism. As noted above, prominent examples include regions that have large deposits of coal and oil, have been centers of iron and steel making, and rivers that have supported mills and textiles. But there are many other forms of economic development. Examples include quarrying granite and other valuable stone (Arabia Mountain NHA), shipbuilding and seafaring (Essex NHA and Baltimore NHA), agriculture (Upper Housatonic Valley NHA, Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta NHA, The Last Green Valley NHA, Yuma Crossing NHA, Silos and Smokestacks NHA), ranching and sheep herding (Cache la Poudre NHA, Great Basin NHA, South Park NHA), fishing (Maritime Washington NHA), logging (Appalachian Forest NHA, Mountains to Sound NHA), automobiles (MotorCities NHA), and aviation (National Aviation NHA). In many cases, this economic activity is continuing, at least in some form; but in all cases, these NHAs are working to conserve their heritage by preserving and/or creatively adapting and reusing historic structures, conducting oral history projects, and offering engaging public education programs. For example, Wheeling NHA’s Wheeling Artisan Center is housed in three renovated downtown historic buildings.

Many NHAs engage residents and visitors with some of America’s most persistent and pressing societal issues. For example, the heritage of slavery and the contemporary issues of racial discrimination and inequality are explored in an honest, open, and sophisticated manner at Freedom’s Frontier NHA; educational programs challenge visitors to wrestle with the meaning of “freedom” in the American context. Internment of Japanese citizens during World War II is explored at Topaz, an internment camp at Great Basin NHA. The inherent tension between labor and industry is examined from both sides at National Coal NHA and MotorCities NHA. Mistreatment of Native Americans and African Americans is acknowledged at Sites of Conscience at Northern Plains NHA and South Carolina NHA. And contemporary environmental issues such as water conservation and problems associated with large dams and reservoirs are illustrated in the ways Yuma Crossing NHA, Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta NHA, and Maritime Washington NHA are managed today.


[image: National Parks such as Canyonlands offer the very best of America’s outdoor recreation opportunities (Mormon Pioneer National Heritage Area).]
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Recreation

Of course, many visitors to NHAs are interested in recreation opportunities, and NHAs offer a bounty in both quantity and quality. In fact, development of sustainable heritage-based tourism is an important objective of all NHAs; this contributes to community pride and the local economy, helping to fund conservation, education, and recreation programs. Many NHAs include major national parks such as Great Smoky Mountains (Blue Ridge NHA), Great Basin (Great Basin NHA), Bryce Canyon, Zion, Canyonlands, and Capitol Reef (Mormon Pioneer NHA), New River Gorge (National Coal NHA), Cuyahoga Valley (Ohio and Erie Canalway NHA), Great Sand Dunes (Sangre de Christo NHA), Saguaro (Santa Cruz Valley NHA), Shenandoah (Shenandoah Valley Battlefields NHA), and Kenai Fjords (Kenai Mountains-Turnagain Arm NHA). All of these parks are nationally important landscapes and offer some of the finest scenic driving, hiking, camping, boating, fishing, and wildlife viewing in the nation. Many other units of the National Park System—historic and cultural sites—are also found in NHAs and often include trails for hiking and biking and other recreation opportunities. Most NHAs have developed walking tours through historic districts and gardens and driving tours.

NHAs include many other nationally distinctive recreation opportunities. Examples include National Scenic Byways and All American Roads that offer some of the nation’s most strikingly beautiful and educational driving opportunities. Baltimore NHA features the Star Spangled Banner Byway, a 106-mile drive that interprets the siege of Baltimore and Fort McHenry by the British during the War of 1812. Portions of several National Historic and Scenic Trails are found in many NHAs. For example, Shenandoah Valley Battlefields NHA and Upper Housatonic River NHA both include portions of the 2,200-mile Appalachian National Scenic Trail; consider following the white blazes and walking a few miles on this internationally famous long-distance trail. Other examples include the Iditarod National Historic Trail in Kenai Mountains-Turnagain Arm NHA, and the Natchez Trace National Scenic Trail in Mississippi Hills NHA. Other NHAs include National Wild and Scenic Rivers. For example, National Coal NHA in the Appalachian Mountains includes the Bluestone National Scenic River; the river flows through an ancient and rugged gorge and the area is ecologically diverse and offers great hiking.


[image: Many national heritage areas offer visitors rides on canal boats, historic trains, antique cars, electric trolleys, replica airplanes, coal mine cars, and other conveyances (Maid of the Mist tour boat, Niagara Falls National Heritage Area).]
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Other types of adventures in NHAs include rides on historic railroads (e.g., Great Basin NHA, Lackawanna Valley NHA, Ohio and Erie Canalway NHA, Sangre de Christo NHA) and canal boats (e.g., Augusta Canal NHA, Illinois and Michigan Canal NHA, Delaware and Lehigh NHA, and Ohio and Erie Canalway NHA). Lackawana Valley NHA and Blue Ridge NHA offer visitors adventurous tours into coal mines. Tour boats offer rides at a number of NHAs including Baltimore NHA’s lively and tourist-friendly Inner Harbor, an up-close-and-personal tour of Niagara Falls on the famous Maid of the Mist (Niagara Falls NHA), and a 90-minute tour of Pittsburg’s three rivers on the 94-foot riverboat, Explorer (Rivers of Steel NHA). National Aviation NHA offers visitors a thrilling ride on lookalike Wright “B” Flyers, the Wright brothers’ first production airplane.


[image: The River Walk in the historic city of Natchitoches is a popular tourist attraction (Cane River National Heritage Area).]
The River Walk in the historic city of Natchitoches is a popular tourist attraction (Cane River National Heritage Area).



Many NHAs help celebrate their heritage with festivals and other events. For example, The Last Green Valley NHA works with its partners to sponsor Spring Outdoors, Walktober, and the Harvest Tour, featuring local farms, orchards, vintners, brewers, and restaurants. National Aviation NHA is the site of an annual airshow and MotorCities NHA helps sponsor the annual Michigan Auto Heritage Day. The Hudson River Valley Ramble is held each September at Hudson River Valley NHA and offers historic home tours and walks in the region’s parks and grand gardens.

Is shopping a form of recreation? If so you’re in luck. As noted above, many NHAs have a long history of local arts and crafts that can serve as remembrances of your visits to America’s NHAs. These purchases contribute to heritage-based tourism and help maintain local arts and crafts traditions.
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