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HOW TO SAVE A RIVER
OCTOBER 16, 1978

GLENN TI IOMPSOlJ

When the writer of this paper sat down
weeks ago to address this subject, which he
had assigned to himself in the abandon one has
\olhen the date of delivery is eight months a ay,
he was horrified.
SOMe

The hard truth is that he does not know
how to save a river.
The river in question, The Little 1iami,
is not yet saved despite thirteen years of earnest
effort by a great many people.
Indeed in a state notoriously indifferent
to its environment and in a nation scared out of
its pants by Proposition 13, it may never be saved.
If it isn't, however, it won't be because there
wasn't one hell of a fight in its behalf, some of
which I propose to relate.
The writer must apologize too that his
part in those years of work will appear too prominently in what will follow here. He can try
to beli("ve that this is only because this is the
part he knows best.
The fact that The Little Miami is a priceless treasure lying here in the midst of bu~y and
burgeoning southwest Ohio was taught him back in
the 1 950's by Cincinnati's groat outdoorsman David
Roberts. Other people were thinking t he same
thing but nobody knew anybody else ~7as doing so.
So~e of them knew of t he river's fascinating history -- geological and human. They knew,
for in stance, that much of its water flowed northward until the glaciers cam do~~ and clanged all
that . It was the same glacier that put tho Ohio
down by Ri verfront Stadium.

Some knew that prehistoric man had strewn
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The first hint of what m'i ght b e done
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came w'hen a little fellow named Jm~ e6 .1ennings,
\t.'ho had done a study of southwest Ohio for three
utili ty companies, trlalked out of a session of
Lady Bird's White Houso Conference on Natur al
Beauty in Wasington in 1965 with a companion and
spoke as follows:
" I've been working as a consultant
to the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation on criteria
for the wild Rivers Bill the Congress is going

to pass and I feel sure the 1.i ttle
qualify as a scenic river. I I

~!iam i

would

The r e it was. Just like that. Although
few of us had ever heard of a Wild ivers Bill.
We found out now.
Well, how do you get to be a scenic
river in a Wild Rivers Bi .1?

The next idea came from Freel
man of the Morrs who so long inh abited
County Courthouse, himself grown up in
no", Ohio Director of Na.tura1 Resourcc~
of our secret lovers of the river.
His idea:
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' Organize you r se1veo a non-

profit corporation. "
Well t he word went 'round and people
began popping out of the wood\V'ork - - a good many
of theI'! fron I n dian Hill, for inAtance.
Sor,e of them

wer~

cow., ittin<J thcMsf':lvf':s

to long years of hard, diligent and devoted wor]<
for which most of them have got no credit ~hatever.
We weren't ready in 1966, ho\"ever. In
fact, this writer wall down in Allen' alt'1, So uth
Carolina, to hlU1t quail in February of th~t yp.ar
when he picked up the Bruns\.,rick (mq paper at
breakfast and it said the Wild RiverR Bill would
be be fore the Senate that afternoon.
The dogs, the companion and the guide
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t o the river to swim.
On the line he listened for five mi.nutes
and responded:
them.

"Send me down the papers and I'll sign
I.

He remain s a friend of the river. Once a
small fanu on t he riverbank came up for sale. He
bought it for U tI. Later he gave $100,000.00 to
buy the whole of Bass Island.
One could wish that there were room in
his biography in Who's Who to li st us as one of his
distinctions.
So, in 1 9 67, Little f.1iami, Inc. (Un) was
organized and it was ready for the Congress in 1968.
You will understand that, as a non-profit organizat ion, it can do verZ-.li!..tle lobbying hut its vol unteers are free as-Eirds and a great deal bolder.
All was not to be easy. Our volw1teers
a nd the Ohio Department of Na tural Resources put on
testimony, ours such that it nearly made hardened
Senators and Congressman cry -- all about how k i d s
out here in busy Ohio no longer have a river to
F.i Wbl in as the Congressmen had had when they ,.,ere boyF'.
The trouble lay in a te sty little Congr~ss
man named Wayne Aspinall from Colorado, Chair~an of
the House Committee on Inte rior and Insular l\ ffairs .
fIe didn't like scenic rivers. He didn't
want anybody telling his miners not to ruin the ir
rivers. He didn't like to spend money . He had
sat on the bill in 1966 and he was sitting on it
n O\I1.
We went to work on Mr. Aspinal l.
It turne d o ut t hat Aspinall had been a
dear friend of the late Clarence J. Bro m of Ohio I
who se son, Clarence "Bud" Brown, nO~11 sat in his
fa t her's old seat in the Ho use. Bud , one of t he
best friends the river has e ver had , had be come a
f ri end of Aspinall's himse lf, and he pleaded.
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Lngineers.
The state of Ohio in the meantime has
designated the whole of the river as scenic and
recreational with even fewer consequences.
A

laugh.

People believed the river was saved.
Ll\U S membership declined.
I

The fact is that most of
of riverbank lay there, as they do
only by t e fragile zoning laws of
ships, villages and counties, some
zoning at all.

the 105 miles
now, protected
some 50 townof them by no

Se asoned friends of the river staye n
true. They kept at it. They knew then, and they
know now, t hat the job was far from fi n ished.
Over the years they encoura ~ed the state
to spend $1,755,000.00 to buy 1,7 65 acre s along
the rive r .
Gifts of land by individuals and corporations have run around $550,000.00 . Friendlyagenci.es
like Cincinnati Park Board and Ha.mi1ton County Park
Commission have bought another 5 00 acre s .

LUI's most touching experience came from
an elderly school teacher at Wilmington. Somebody
left him $20,000.00. He said he didn't need
$2 0,000.00 . Unsolicited, he gave it to L1-U toward
saving t he river.
The year 1977 brought an especial triumph .
1:'1 discovered that the Little Hiami Ra ilroad, most
of whose 52 miles, no longer used, lie along the
river, had been put up for grabs hy bankrupt P~nn

r"entral.
That right of 'Tn'ay could becor.le a line of
hack s. It could also become a 52-mile buffer of
rotect ion for t he river, a place for trails and
pe rhaps a short scenic railway .
Governor Rhodes put $1 . illion in his
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They were possible because the re is i n
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u n, too, it must be said , ha s conti nued
throuoh t hese 11 years a remarkably ale rt , re s ponsive ;nd dedicated servant of and s poke sman for
those people's determination to keep t his rive r a
natural stre am for all people for all time. It i n
held in high r e spect in Wa shington , in Columbus a nd
in its valley.
Those people support all t h is with $ 49 ,0 00
in gifts of money this year. The y trave l where ve r
they need to go, a s volunteers at the ir o~~ expense ,
to do what must be done.
Tho s e hillsides sti 11 stand there , hO\lle Ver,
much as they looked when Daniel Boone went by, but
wi th a sword hanging over the ir wooded hea(l.s.
There is today a sign on one of them, put
there by a developer, "For Sale. " To at lea st one
passing river lover the sight of it is like a thrust
fror:\ the 5\tlord.
The bulldozers wait. A man can still do
with his hillside or his piece of rive rbank what
the local zoning laws permit. Pollution r emains
bad.
So, you see, neither I~ I nor this paper
can tell you precisely how to save a rivp.r.
It tells you, however, I think, that
one hell of a fig ht has gone on to save t his
little river. It t e lls you al s o, I be l i e ve, t hat
the fi ght will go on until this trea s ure of natural
beauty and quiet recreation where I:1an and boy and
family can experie nce peace, beauty and a s ense
of history is safe for all people for all time .

- -----

.

