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It becomes apparent
that in numbers, commercial importance, geographical extent–in all save mere formal organization–the Connecticut Western Reserve 
constitutes the equivalent of a State; while in its unity of purpose and power of influence it has unquestionably exercised in the affairs 

of the nation and in the broad interests of the people a sway such as few States, large or little, have equaled.

“Ohio and Her Western Reserve” by Alfred Edward Mathews, 1902

In 2006, Congress enacted Public Law 109-
338 requesting the U.S. Department of the 
Interior, National Park Service, to explore 

whether Ohio’s Connecticut Western Reserve is 
suitable and feasible for designation as a National 
Heritage Area. Following more than a year of 
discussions, research, presentations, and meetings, 
the Western Reserve Heritage Feasibility Study 
includes ideas and thoughts from more than 1,000 
Western Reserve residents and community leaders.

Using criteria identified by Congress within the 
Western Reserve Heritage Area Study Act, the 
National Park Service concludes the Western 
Reserve meets six of the nine criteria used for 
evaluation of the region as a possible National 

Heritage Area. Criteria not met are related to the 
identification of a feasible coordinating entity to 
manage the region upon designation, adequate 
commitment and support expressed through 
development of a conceptual financial plan, and 
story of the Western Reserve as being a “distinctive” 
aspect of American heritage. 

What is a Heritage Area?
The National Park Service Director Jon Jarvis 
recently defined heritage areas as, 

“…community-based efforts that preserve 
and share stories about a region’s history and 
character. Heritage areas contain a mixture of 
public and private property, including towns, 
historic sites, parks, trails, commercial districts, 

and even working farms. All these parts of the 
community join together around a common 
theme and promote the cultural, natural, and 
recreational benefits of the area. Heritage 
areas are versatile, inclusive, and dynamic. 
They revitalize communities, strengthen local 
economies, and create jobs.”  

Whether a heritage area is recognized nationally 
or regionally, the benefits are similar. By working 
together, communities can share common stories, 
protect and conserve their historic and natural 
resources, and revitalize economies and pride. 
A region’s ability to reach these goals depends 
on the ambition, creativity, and commitment of 
communities to work together. 

Summary



Word on the Street
What did Western Reserve Citizens have to Say?

Why Create a Western Reserve 
Heritage Area?

The vision of a Western Reserve Heritage 
Area presented below evolved from 
citizens who attended Town Hall 

Gatherings, online discussions on a social media 
website, conversations with regional leadership, 
and stakeholder meetings of those who advised 
the feasibility study team.

In the spirit of a town square, which so typifies 
its landscape, the Western Reserve continues the 
area’s rich legacy of innovation and advocacy 
by serving as a catalyst, convener, and construct 
for regional engagement, resource protection, 
and interpretation of community resources and 
economic progress within northern Ohio.

In other words, by working together as a Western 
Reserve heritage area, the very process of sharing 
ideas and issues is boosted through collaboration. 
The coordination of a Western Reserve heritage 
area serves a similar function as a town square, 

for this is where people meet and mingle to share 
ideas, team up, protest, do business, etc. The 
concept of the Western Reserve as the Nation’s 
Town Square reinforces the heritage of the region 
as an incubator of ideas, diversity, and advocacy.  

“This history of the Western Reserve is much 
like a quilt. Each segment with its own interest 
and intrigue but collectively illustrates an 
engaging cultural heritage that should be 
preserved and appreciated,”

Steve Madewell, Lake MetroParks
 

“The Western Reserve is diverse, but unified; urban 
linked to rural; natural environments protected and 
connected; a place where the future is determined in 
the square. The mission is to continue to empower 
individuals to guide the public and civic institutions 
that govern our futures,”

Chris Thompson,
Fund for our Economic Future

“The Western Reserve is a place that looks to the 
future while recognizing its past,” 

Dennis Mersky, Floyd Browne Group, Inc.

“The Western Reserve has shaped the world in 
which we live and will continue to foster success, 
growth, and enlightenment for future generations,”

Mark Winchell,
Ashtabula County Visitors Bureau

“The Western Reserve Heritage Area would create 
a capacity to have town square dialogues, a 
modern view of a “virtual” town square,”

citizen of the Western Reserve at 
Jefferson Town Hall Gathering

The Western Reserve serves
as the Nation's Town Square. 



What is the Western Reserve Story?
Marblehead, Norwalk, Avon, Danbury, and Kent. 
Town squares, village greens, and architecture. 
A New Englander driving through the Western 
Reserve in Ohio finds reminders of home around 
nearly every bend. And rightly so, for this area 
of the Northwest Territory once belonged to the 
Colony of Connecticut. One of the original 13 
colonies, Connecticut owned a ribbon of land west 
of its present-day boundary that included portions 
of New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio. When the 
newly-formed federal government promised to 
forgive state debt created by the Revolutionary 
War in exchange for this land, Connecticut 
relinquished rights to its western land, except 
for a 120-mile strip in northern Ohio that was 
“reserved” for other purposes. 
 
Settled by New Englanders, primarily from 
Connecticut in the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries, the Western Reserve has been home 
to generation after generation of domestic and 
international immigrants contributing new 
ideas and traditions to America. Choices in 
land use began with the first settlers—unique 
surveying methods, settlement patterns included 
town squares, patterns of land use, and distinct 
architecture. Examples of this influence are prolific 
through the region.

Western Reserve influences changed the nation. 
The forward-thinking nature of this place began 
with a focus on religion and expanded into industry, 
transportation, social reform, and many other 
societal issues. Innovation and improvements were 
inspired by the rich mix of beliefs and experiences 
that resulted by the blending of different cultures—
first from those cultures shared by those who settled 
the land from Connecticut and the East Coast. This 
blending of beliefs, thoughts, and ideas was further 
strengthened by waves of immigrants steeped in 
their own cultural experiences.

The people of the Western Reserve labeled the 
region as the nation’s town square, for it is within 
town squares where fresh ways of thinking are the 
norm. Town squares are settings where people and 
institutions come together to discuss happenings, 
advocate for a better way, run their businesses, and 
build a sense of community.
 
Contributing to the history that would be made 
within the Western Reserve are two features—the 
rich natural Lake Erie resources and the ongoing 
migration of new settlers. When combined, these 
features created a powerful force for creating change. 

Lake Erie
Part of the largest freshwater system in the world, 
Lake Erie created the climate for the Western 

Reserve’s dynamic cultural and industrial history. 
Its influence on the weather and natural landscape 
is expressed through flourishing vineyards, 
nurseries, and orchards, while the natural features 
dictated where harbors and canals developed. 
Many settlers from Connecticut and foreign 
lands settled first along the waterways, tapping 
into their resources and energy. These working 
waterways connected Ohio to the world, providing 
transportation for people and ideas to and from 
the region, jobs, and a carrying route for raw 
materials and manufactured goods. 

Migration 
Settled by New Englanders, primarily from 
Connecticut in the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries, the Western Reserve has been home 
to generation after generation of domestic 



and international 
immigrants bearing 
new ideas and 
traditions. Settlers 
from New England 
were a unique 
breed—people with 
a mix of the need for 
adventure, high moral 
values, and education. 
The Western Reserve 

“frontier” gave these settlers an opportunity to 
own land and become leaders, something that 
was difficult to achieve in their more settled 
hometowns. Inspired by families' stories, 
subsequent generations retained this foundation 
of moral strength and educational value. Layered 
upon this settlement were waves of immigrants. 
Initially, this influx created cheap labor that allowed 
innovations to flourish in a free-market economy 
at minimal production costs. Those arriving 
from distant lands created cohesive communities, 
providing support systems to encourage dreams 
and ambition. With the influx of new arrivals also 
came new skills and experiences. The blending 
of New England Puritans and immigrants from 
around the globe inspired free-thinking and 
tolerance, resulting in landmarks in social reform 
and industrial innovation. 

“The Western Reserve sent forth national and 
world leaders in every field and led the way in 
the developments destined to make life better 
for all mankind,” said Earl Hoover, “Cradle of 
Greatness: National and World Greatness” How 
did the Western Reserve achieve such recognition? 
Ideas kept to oneself hardly flourish. The region’s 
network of universities and colleges helped 
move ideas and leaders, as did the acquisition 
and mergers of Western Reserve companies to 
places outside the Western Reserve. Those raised 
in the Western Reserve carried their beliefs and 
ambitions to new jobs, and ground-breaking 
patents secured within the Western Reserve 
created the basic, underlying principles of the 
automobile, steel, petroleum, chemical, civil 
engineering, transportation, communication, 
and machine and tool industries. In particular, 
innovations in communications, such as telegraph, 
lithography, and newspaper systems, helped 
spread Western Reserve ideas and stories of 
innovation throughout the nation.

The following represent four sub-themes where 
Western Reserve contributions changed the world. 
Although each is significant, it is the “diversity of 
greatness” that makes the Western Reserve unique, 
says Hoover. This greatness continues today, as the 
region continues its drive toward innovation and 
improving the world.

Transportation
The Western Reserve helped connect the world. 
Canal boats, steamships, lake freighters, railroads, 
automobiles, Goodyear Airship, early aviation, 
and aerospace innovations—the Western Reserve 
has been at the hub of designing, manufacturing, 
and using the vehicles and systems that transport 
people and goods; not just a site for use of 
technologies, but a site where innovations in their 
design and manufacture occurred.

Industry
The region’s natural landscapes of fertile, flat 
soils, and excellent transportation opportunities 
made the Western Reserve a natural area for 
agricultural production. The agricultural industry 
made the Western Reserve prosperous, and 
smokestack industries led to a regional, national, 
and international force. Innovations and prolific 
production in oil, iron, rubber, chemical, machine 
tools, power, communications, and steel steered 



the region to manufacturing prominence bringing 
people of the world to the Western Reserve. It was 
the spirit of the New England “Yankee,” regarded 
by many as sharp, canny, and resourceful, that 
began the industrial advances in the Western 
Reserve, an advance that was continued by 
waves of skillful immigrants. This drive to make 
systems better, more efficient, and more profitable 
continues today as the region is an international 
center for progressive medical care and research, 
and polymer innovations.
 
Land Use and Architecture
Choices in land use began with the first Western 
Reserve settlers from New England. Their unique 
surveying methods and settlement patterns 
included town squares, patterns of land use, 
radiating roadways, five-mile-square townships, 
and distinct architecture. The civic buildings of 
the region, particularly those of heavy industrial 
periods, are a testament to the wealth that was 
generated during that time and—when built with 
private monies—to the philanthropic bent of the 
region’s leadership through time. Western Reserve 
era land use choices and architecture styles are 
found in almost every community.

Education and Social Reform
Starting with the first settlers from Connecticut 
who brought with them deep faith, a practice 

of tithing, and Puritan beliefs, those within 
the Western Reserve have seldom been afraid 
to fight for their beliefs. We see evidence of 
this in widespread 
abolitionism, 
involvement in 
the Underground 
Railroad, women’s 
rights movement, 
civil rights activity, 
and environmental 
action. These were 
furthered strengthened 
by immigrants, many of whom arrived to escape 
persecution of their religious beliefs.

What’s Truly Important?
While meeting with citizens of the region, some 
guiding principles emerged that are important to 
uphold as any heritage area initiative moves forward.

Respect property rights.
“We value private property rights.”

Encourage, honor, and celebrate authentic and 
diverse stories from multiple perspectives.
“We celebrate our differences. After all, it was our 
mix of cultures and people that created 
our specialness.”

Focus on authentic and engaging experiences.
“There is authenticity. History is as history was. 
The story we share was created through research 
and expert historians.”

Connect communities and people across the region.
“Integrated thinking is facilitated through “virtual” 
Western Reserve town squares where we share ideas 
and best practices.”

Tell the region’s story and raise national awareness 
of its distinctive natural, cultural, and historic assets.
“People are aware of the impact this region had to 
industry and culture on a national level.”
 
Engage, empower, and educate 
“We have re-invented ourselves through educating 
youth, hard work, and dedication.”

Sustain and grow our sense of place.
“We have become leaders in recovering what 
communities have lost—cultures, historic sites, 
and natural resources.”

Value and protect our natural, cultural, and 
historic places and stories.
“There are contemporary uses of our resources that 
reflect historical use.”

Consider future generations in everything we do.
“Our resources, stories, and heritage have been 
preserved for future generations.” 

Photo from the Sam Sheppard 
Collection of The Summit County 
Historical Society of Akron, Ohio



Believe in sustainability, innovation, and 
appreciation of community resources as a way to 
foster a strong regional economy. 
“Our children stay here. There are many new jobs, 
and we have helped them to create opportunities. 
We’ve created an environment and quality of life 
that keeps people here.”

Foster pride within our communities and across 
the region.
“People understand, “There’s no place like home.’"

What Can be Achieved?
The following goals outline strategies proposed by 
citizens of the Western Reserve if coordination of a 
heritage area emerged.

Goal 1: Increase resource protection and 
conservation, including historic, cultural, 
natural and recreational resources in your 
community. 

• Enhance understanding of heritage 
areas and ways to leverage these regional 
collaborations to enhance quality of life for 
future generations

• Encourage and facilitate community-
based plans and visions for retaining and 
restoring their unique intrinsic qualities

• Recognize excellence
• Support richer investigations of our heritage 

and lessons that can be applied today

Goal 2: Enhance and promote economic 
development.

• Identify best practices where economies are 
successfully built upon a community’s assets

• Encourage exploration of ways goods 
and services can be enhanced and/or 
developed through recognition of place 
and its unique qualities

• Explore ways industry sectors can enhance and 
support one another throughout the region

• Enhance direct spending and tax 
revenues through providing quality 
experiences for visitors

• Support economic vibrancy by sharing a 
positive image of the region with the nation

Goal 3: Enhance community pride and 
involvement in civic discussion. 

• Facilitate town square discussions, 
supporting community gathering and 
facilitating discussions in communities 
where opportunities do not exist

• Empower citizens in civic, economic, and 
social issues

• Educate, in both formal and informal 
settings, about the significance of the 
Western Reserve as well as the role of citizens 
in shaping communities and their priorities

• Recognize local heroes who have made a 
difference

Goal 4: Revitalize a neighborhood or district. 
• Build capacity for community 

empowerment
• Investigate and support sustainable methods 

for adapting and re-using community assets

What’s Next?
As part of the Western Reserve Heritage Feasibility 
Study, the National Park Service recommends the 
following next steps for moving forward. 

Engage members of the Western Reserve 
Heritage Feasibility Study Team and the 
National Park Service Rivers, Trails and 
Conservation Assistance office to use their 
experience and skills with the development 
of organizational capacity building and 
community engagement to develop a further 
strategy for the Western Reserve Heritage Area. 

Develop a locally managed regional leadership 
structure to advocate for the development of the 
Western Reserve Heritage Area. 

Develop a regional communication and 
organizational structure for the 14-county 
Western Reserve Heritage Area to build cohesion 
and a true regional identity in the Western 
Reserve. By dividing the Western Reserve into 
regions, it would start to create synergy within 



each of the regions and cultivate partnerships 
within each region. It is important; however, that 
division of the region for ease in administrative 
goals does not interfere with the overall goal of 
unification of the entire Western Reserve.   

Establish a regular meeting schedule, draft an 
operational budget for the organization and 
develop a three-year fundraising plan for the 
organization.

Maintain the community engagement strategy 
by hosting regional public meetings, sponsoring 
workshops, and developing newsletters to 
continue to share information about the Western 
Reserve Heritage Area project, its purpose, and 
why it is an important project worth pursuing.

Most important, community leaders, elected 
officials, and nonprofit organizations need 
to recognize that regional partnerships and 
collaboration takes an increased amount of time, 
energy, and resources to cultivate. Working on 
Heritage Areas is like running a marathon, not a 
sprint.  Through the long-term commitment to 
the regional vision, innovative and entrepreneurial 
partnerships and collaborations are cultivated, 
significant resources are leveraged, and sustainable 
communities are created.

Project assistance provided by the following organizations.
TB-105

NATIONAL
PARK

SERVICE

For more information, contact: Melinda Huntley, OSU Sea Grant Extension
 huntley.18@osu.edu

 Rory Robinson, Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance
 rory_robinson@nps.gov
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