Rotary Report
By Jodie Cook


Rotarian Luther Turner, a past President of the Highlands Historical Society, introduced fellow Rotarian, Eric Nesmith and President of Highlands Historical Society to address the evolving goals of HHS to the Rotary Club of Highlands.  


Nesmith, Publisher and Editor of The Highlander, is familiar to many through the Chamber of Commerce, Leadership Highlands, the Church of the Incarnation and as a person with a passion for history. 


A video narrated by historian Ran Shaffner placed Highlands at the intersection of two lines, one between New York and New Orleans and the other, Savannah to Chicago drawn by Samuel Kelsey and Clinton Hutchinson who established the town in 1875.

By 1883 the population exceeded 300 and was home to a grocery, hardware store, four churches, a school and library as growth continued with a reputation as a health center. In the late 1920’s electricity came to Highlands as the Cullasaja was dammed to form Lake Sequoyah. 

The Franklin Road, carved from the mountains along the Cullasaja, generated crushed stone to remedy muddy roads. By 1931 Highlands had over 500 residents, 25 businesses and 3,000 summer guests. By the 1960’s Helen’s Barn was a place for banjos and square dancing; Anderson’s Five & Dime thrived on the 4th Street hill while a sandwich and cherry crush could be enjoyed at Bill’s Soda Shop at 4th and Main. 


Today, Highlands with 958 citizens, 358 businesses and 20,000 summer guests forms an eclectic community that Shaffner describes as too enamored with its surroundings to be indifferent and  just isolated and small enough to be anxious about growth and development.  
 
Nesmith taking over from the Shaffner video noted that Kelsey and Hutchinson had a common interest: apples. Silas McDowell grew apples at the foot of the Highlands Plateau and through differences between apples there and further toward Highlands, his articles in the Smithsonian Report described a Thermal Belt.


Kelsey and Hutchinson worked in Kansas planting thousands of acres of apples. Intrigued by McDowell’s work, they visited him; were taken to the top of Satullah by Charlie Jenks and decided Highlands would be the perfect area to grow: apples.

Hutchinson acquired about 15 square miles of what is now Highlands for $2 per acre and the rest of the story continues from the beginning of Shaffner’s video. History and heritage can be fascinating and never dull. 



Nesmith continued that HHS, following a quote from Thomas Jefferson, “Determine never to be idle,” has a mission to make history vibrant and alive. 

Last year HHS retired the mortgage on the Prince House, Highlands’ oldest house. Momentum continues with the Kelsey Kids Program, in its second year, as an entertaining and interactive learning about Highlands’ history. Funded by the Eckerd Family Foundation, a number of children will explore and learn about Highlands at the turn of the 20th century. 

The heart of history is preserving the culture: the stories and the way they are told. In collaboration with The Highlander, HHS will be documenting those residents who remember the town as it was through the Highlands Oral History Project.  


Later this month HHS’s 11th Annual, Walk in the Park, will feature seven Highlands’ unsung heroines. The first week in August will see HHS’s Annual Home Tour featuring historic houses on N. Cobb and Cobb Road featuring the McPhail’s restored mill house and the Calloway house, Apple Hill - of course. 

HHS’s Historic Village, next to the Civic Center, is open on Fridays and Saturdays. Tours of the Prince House and the Town’s first library building which displays Highlands’ individuals, memorabilia and hundreds of intriguing photos are available.

History in Motion is a Historical Trail Hike visiting many historical structures defining Highlands and the infamous Bug Hill Cottage. 


In concluding Nesmith asked people to stay involved – passing our history and heritage on to future generations is to keep history alive and thriving.


