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‘Little Cities of Black Diamonds’
What does the future hold for post-
coal economy, pandemic included?

By Conor Morris
Athens NEWS Associate Editor

Editor’s note: This is the final part 
of an Athens NEWS series about 
the legacy of coal mining in Athens 
County and in the surrounding area. 
You can find parts one, two and three 
with this story online.

H
eading north on Ohio Rt. 
216 in Athens County into 
southern Perry County –  a 

winding highway bracketed by jewel-
green forests and rocky hillsides – 
you arrive at the little coal towns of 
New Straitsville and Shawnee (pops. 
720 and 655 as of 2010).

Both of these communities hide 
a certain vibrancy despite their 
sleepy nature, with rich historical 
significance not immediately evident 
as one gazes at the boarded-up and 
dilapidated storefronts that front 
their main streets. Shawnee and New 
Straistville are among a patchwork 
of towns built up during the heyday 
of coal mining throughout Appala-
chian southeast Ohio – especially in 
Athens, Hocking and Perry counties 
– dubbed the “Little Cities of Black 
Diamonds.”

John Winnenberg, community 
organizer with Sunday Creek Associ-
ates, a nonprofit based in the historic 
Tecumseh Theater in Shawnee (built 
in 1908), is well-versed in the history 
of these small towns. He has been 
working for years to create a sustain-
able economic development model 
for these communities that were left 
to fend for themselves after most 
coal mines left the region. Sunday 
Creek Associates also operates the 
Little Cites of Black Diamonds 
website, which serves as a portal to 
the rich history of coal country in 
Appalachian Ohio.

Winnenberg and others created 
Ohio’s Winding Road network, 
a marketing and branding effort 
meant to promote the “experiential 

John Winnenberg, community organizer with Sunday Creek Associates, talks about eff orts to revitalize the coal towns that dot the 
region through historic preservation, outdoor recreation and related eff orts. He’s seen here in the upper fl oor of the Tecumseh Th eater 
in downtown Shawnee last December, which he hopes will someday be renovated. Photo by Conor Morris. Continued on next page

As Ohio reopens, Athens groups 
host creative events. 
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