Joe R. Adair Outdoor Education Center: A Role Model for the World

By Amy O. Maxwell, NRCS Communications and Marketing Specialist

There’s a special place in Laurens County, SC, complete with a restored 1800’s log cabin, man-made waterfall and bird sanctuary, hiking trails, a Native American village, butterfly garden, a handicapped accessible garden, state-of-the-art education building, and a director with the experience and dedication to accomplish anything. The place is the Joe R. Adair Outdoor Education Center and it’s a wonderland of learning for children and adults alike. “Our mission at the center is to teach visitors to value and preserve our precious natural resources and how to be good stewards of the land,” stated Adair Center Director Laura T. Blind. Like many successful projects, there were numerous individuals and organizations that helped make this vision become a reality. The Ninety-Six District RC&D Council, Inc. and USDA-NRCS are two of the agencies that helped get the project started. 


The Joe R. Adair Outdoor Education Center would not exist however without the efforts and dreams of one man in particular—Joe R. Adair. His dream began in 1970 when he contacted the Laurens SWCD concerning his wish to donate a plot of land to the local school system. He wanted the land to be used for fostering an appreciation among the area’s young people for natural resources and wildlife. A planning committee (which included local teachers, NRCS staff, and district commissioners) kicked off the project in 1971 when a group of Boy Scouts planted 400 loblolly pine seedlings on some eroding areas of the donated acreage. A few trails were constructed and local schools began using the area as an “outdoor classroom.” However, interest waned after several years and the site was nearly abandoned. 


It was 1990 when Adair once again pursued his dream with more vigor than ever. He deeded the land to the Laurens SWCD and an advisory committee was formed with participants from Laurens School Districts 55, 56, and the Thornwell Home and School. This group began to draw plans for the property and in 1995 the center was named  “Joe R. Adair Outdoor Education Center.” The Adair Foundation was also started at this time to raise funds in support of the center. A 4,000 square-foot classroom building was constructed (with the help of the AmeriCorps Rural Development Team) and more nature trails were completed. An opening ceremony in 1996 officially marked the beginning of the Joe R. Adair Outdoor Education Center. 


Jimmy Sanders, Ninety-Six RC&D coordinator and Jake Black, NRCS district conservationist, have both been involved with the project for many years. “This project is a great example of partnership and cooperation,” stated Sanders. He specifically mentioned the late Ryan Lawson, former Laurens SWCD commissioner, who was an instrumental part of this project and Adair. “Mr. Adair is a rare gem and a blessing to Laurens County in so many ways.” NRCS helped solve some streambank erosion problems on Scout Creek which runs through the property and which would be used to demonstrate nonpoint source pollution concepts and best management practices. The project involved using traditional and bioengineering techniques to restore streambank integrity to a 50-yard section of the creek.   Restoration included planting black willow shoots in the streambank for enhanced stabilization and using biomats and rolls (natural materials consisting of coconut husk fibers woven into thick material) to prevent erosion and allow natural vegetation to take hold. “This project was a real success because of the unique techniques employed—practices that solve environmental problems with natural fibers and materials,” commented Black. “We’re basically putting back in place what was once there,” he continued. Blind said, “Not only did the project succeed in restoring the streambank, it also serves as an excellent hands-on effective model of a scientific method, and our community has a model of non-point source pollution and streambank erosion management practices that work.” 


One of the most impressive elements at the center is the restored log cabin. Walking into it takes you back in time. Animal hides, a stone hearth and chimney, and other authentic items from the 1800’s truly create a sense of history. The cabin was rebuilt with the help of numerous volunteers and Artist and part-time Adair Center employee Sharon Moorman added her artistic vision to the building. She mixed red paint with the clay mortar to create a more authentic looking façade to the building and it worked. Schoolchildren from local high schools framed, floored, and assisted with the reconstruction. “The log cabin teaches the kids about a time when people lived off the land and relied on the natural world for survival,” said Moorman. Also impressive is the Native American village which teaches visitors about the life, dwellings, and survival of the early Native Americans. 


On any given day, the Joe R. Adair Outdoor Education Center is alive with the sounds of excited children who are experiencing nature first-hand. Since March 1996, the center has hosted over 22,000 visitors—most from South Carolina but also from Denver, CO, and England. “There are many children today who are frightened by the outdoors and don’t understand our dependence on natural resources. We are responsible for making them understand that it’s our responsibility to take care of the land and live in harmony with the natural world around us,” explained Blind. Even though the outdoor center is already a huge success (with a long waiting list of visitors), there are many more plans for expansion including turning the 2,000 square-foot basement of the education center into a wet lab. 


Laurens County School Districts 55 and 56 provide operating expenses for the center. Teachers in the county are thrilled with the center. Laurens District 55 High School agriculture and horticulture teacher Melanie Birchmore (daughter of NRCS Agricultural Engineer Gene Dobbins) has been bringing her students to the center since it opened. “It’s such a privilege to have this wonderful resource in our county,” she said. “It is also great that the students have had part in the creation of the center because they have pride in it.” 


What started as a dream over thirty years ago is rapidly evolving into an inspiring success story. The story carries with it the morale that anything is possible with the determination, faith, and hard work of volunteers, educators, conservationists, and the citizens of Laurens County. Adair’s ingenious spark ignited a colossal effort which is serving as a role model for outdoor education centers across the world. 
