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Narrow Ridge Earth Literacy Center:Narrow Ridge Earth Literacy Center:
Heaven on Earth?Heaven on Earth?

Some say it’s as close as one can get!
WASHBURN — Standing atop the windswept Inspiration 

Point mountain overlook gazing at the panoramic beauty below, 
one cannot help but be struck by a peaceful, tranquil, almost 
surreal calm.

Take a deep breath and ... enjoy.
Th e sounds of the wind rustling through the grass and tall 

trees.
Fluff y white clouds drifting slowly by on a late spring day, 

casting shadows upon hills and valleys of East Tennessee.
Birds sing.
Crickets chirp.
Red-tailed hawks soar.
A mountain stream bubbles over billion-year old rocks, worn 

smooth over the eons, as it fl ows toward the valley below.
What is noticeably absent are the sounds of road noise, 

honking horns, and annoying cell phone ring tones.
Ahh ... heaven on Earth!
It is quiet, refreshing, and an amazing change of pace from 

a hustle and bustle world that has increasingly lost touch with 
nature and with a slower side of life that beckons the weary and 
those who want to learn of or reconnect with a simpler, more 
natural ways, and to rejuvenate the body, mind and spirit.

So, where is this special place?
Right here in Grainger County!

Narrow Ridge Earth Literacy Center, near Washburn, may 
very well be one of the best-kept secrets in east Tennessee even 
though its origins date back to the early 70’s.

Th e organization will celebrate the 25th anniversary of its 
second charter this September.

Th e mission of the non-profi t entity is to “provide 
experiential learning of Earth Literacy is based on the 
cornerstones of community, sustainability and spirituality”.

Th e vision of founder Bill Nickle is “one of justice for all that 
makes up Earth and sustainability in the way we live our lives and 
the institutions and technologies we create. Our vision is one of 
education and leadership by example in creating alternatives to 
the present society and culture”.

Bill told the Review during a recent visit that he established 
the land preserve to “study, teach and demonstrate sustainability”.

“Th e college students who visit here are sharp, many of 
them are honor students, but what they don’t have is experiential 
knowledge of our natural world and that’s what we try to do, 
augment all of that intellectual knowledge by introducing them, 
many of them for the fi rst time, to the wonders of creeks fl owing 
down the mountainside, the beauty of a night sky unencumbered 
by city lights, and just all of the good stuff  about living in a 
country setting,” Bill said.

Continued on page 58

Wildfl ower garden at 
Narrow Ridge.

Photo courtesy Narrow Ridge 
Earth Literacy Center
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Students from the University of Tennessee, Notre Dame, 

Carson-Newman, the University of Miami and others visit 
regularly, usually during the summer months.

“We are always open to whomever wants to come and be 
with us, even high school students,” he said.

Th e interaction of college students with solar-power and 
storage batteries — young people who are accustomed to 
unlimited amounts of electricity, and who sometimes are prone to 
leaving lights and electrical appliances on even when not needed 
— sometimes brings smiles to the staff ’s faces.

“We tell them, if you leave the lights on all night tonight, 
that’s OK but tomorrow morning the water pump won’t work and 
the fan in the toilet won’t work, so it’s your choice! It sort of puts 
things into perspective for them and teaches a very valuable lesson 
about conservation!” Bill said with a grin.

But visits to Narrow Ridge aren’t limited to students.
Visitors of all ages, from teens to senior retirees, are common. 

In fact, anyone is welcome to come — solo or as a family or group 
— and kick back for a day, a week, or to lease a parcel of land for 
a homesite and stay forever.

“Th e community here is very supportive of Narrow Ridge,” 
Bill said.

Th e “non-member” organization is governed by a nine-
person board of directors, but everybody is a member in a sense, 
Bill said.

“We have more than 40 home sites in our land trust. Th at 
‘base’ community is a real positive thing,” he said. “It gives 
encouragement to folks who have given up on trying to ‘make 
it’ in the big cities. Whether its beekeeping, growing herbs, 
homesteading, people share their skills and knowledge. Our view 
is, what has the Earth given us that we can get by with?”

In addition to permanent home sites, Narrow Ridge 
welcomes guests to rental facilities that, thanks to solar power, 
have been “off  the power grid” since 1991.

Some of the structures — such as the amazing Strawbale 
Lodge and Nickle’s own home — are built primarily from, 
as the name implies, rectangular bales of straw covered with 
chicken wire and coated with stucco. Th e resulting buildings are 
amazingly attractive and enormously energy-effi  cient with “R” 
insulation values of up to 45.

“I think we are kind of a too-well kept secret,” Director 

From page 57

Continued on page 63

Nickle and Wood-Von Mizner in resource center library. A live music jam at the outdoor stage. 

Photo by  Narrow Ridge Earth Literacy CenterPhoto by  Tommy Campbell
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A community potluck meal. Yoga at the outdoor stage.

Mac Smith Resource Center at Narrow Ridge. — Photo by Tommy Campbell

The view from Inspiration Point — Photo by Tommy Campbell

Photo by  Narrow Ridge Earth Literacy Center Photo by  Narrow Ridge Earth Literacy Center
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Persimmon Point — One of the comfortable, 
rustic rental cabins. Behind the cabin is a solar 
panel, at left, and the composting enclosure for 
bathroom waste, at right.  
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Inside founder Nickle’s cozy strawbale home.

Downspouts collect rainwater in cisterns for future use. The outdoor oven is made almost entirely from recycled glass 
bottles.

— Photos by Tommy Campbell— Photos b

This view inside a 
trap door shows 
the straw bale 
construction of a 
house. The image 
was made inside 
the Mac Smith 
Resource Center. 
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Martha Pierce, Co-Operations Manager, Wood-Von Mizner 
and Nickle inside one of the guest cabins



Discover Grainger Count  • 2016     63  

Continued on page 64

Mitzi Wood-Von Mizener said. “If you come here, you really are 
‘getting away’ from it all. We are not a tourist destination in that 
we don’t have gift shops and those sorts of things. But if you just 
want a place where you can get away, to immerse yourself in the 
natural world, living a simple kind of lifestyle for a brief period, I 
think this is a great place.”

With an initial 40 acres in the 1970’s, Narrow Ridge has 
grown to protect nearly 600 pristine acres of mountain land that 
is forever set aside in four community land trusts for current 
and future generations to experience a more natural way of life 
that respects and embraces various components of a sustainable 
environment, she said.

“Our buildings and rental facilities are rustic but very 
comfortable,” Mitzi said. “Your cell phone generally won’t work 
here, which we consider a good thing! We do have a (land line) 
phone for public use, though.”

Off ering academic and experiential programs, including 
social ecology courses, Vision Fasts, sustainable living and 
natural immersion experiences, and alternative spring break 
opportunities, Narrow Ridge also hosts a variety of agricultural 
eff orts, including a demonstration garden and orchard that 
provide experiential learning opportunities and supply food for 
program guests, ongoing community events including Music Jams, 
Film Nights, Equinox and Solstice Celebrations, community 
potlucks, Yoga classes, and the popular annual Hogskin History 

Day, which celebrates the beauty, history, culture and music of the 
Hogskin Valley.

“Families who want their children to ‘de-tox’ from all of their 
electronic gadgets can come here and enjoy a meal uninterrupted 
by text messages,” Mitzi said. “If you take those things away from 
them, they may protest for a time but it doesn’t take long for 
them to know exactly what to do to have fun in the natural world. 
I fi nd that playing in the creek, hiking up the hill, is something 
that everyone can enjoy. I think it brings out the ‘kid’ in all of us 
as we rediscover the natural world around us.”

Located on the “north side” of Grainger County, Narrow 
Ridge is about fi ve miles from Washburn and 15 miles east of US 
25E.

Mitzi’s husband, Jason Von Mizener, and Martha Pierce 
serve as Co-Operations Managers, while founder Bill serves as an 
On-site Volunteer.

“A lot of people talk about sustainability and alternative 
technologies and fuels, but simplifying is the real key to 
sustainability,” Mitzi said. “If they come and experience what we 
have here they fi nd that it is not a sacrifi ce, they fi nd the rewards 
of it.”

“You can talk about these things all day long, but 
experiencing yourself living simply, in such a beautiful place, with 
people you care about, it can’t help but strengthen your bonds 
with those people and your bonds with the natural world,” she 

From page 58

Shitake mushroom crop growing on wooden hosts Meditation seat at the Labyrinth
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said. “Narrow Ridge is a rare and unique place where we can 
connect with each other and with the natural world around us as 
we tap into those values that we all really do hold. We have fertile 
land, we have access to water, we have adequate rainfall, we have 
a good climate, so we can not only survive, we can thrive and be 
very happy and comfortable here.”

First-time visitors are often taken 
aback when they see the simple but 
comfortable solar-powered guest houses.

“Many modern solar-powered homes 
of today are palatial, and I think this 
creates the misconception that solar energy 
is only for the wealthy,” Mitzi said. “But 
if you combine alternative energy with 
conscientious consumption, then a person 
of middle to lower-middle income can do 
so. Its just a matter of making choices.”

“When I was a kid, I was told to save 
electricity by turning off  lights and I didn’t 
know what it meant. I thought it was just 
about saving money on my parents’ power 
bills. But now I understand the connection 
between mountaintop removal and the 
role it plays in the production of power, 
she added. “When students come in and 
we take them on fi eld trips and they see 
the devastation and the price we pay, in 
terms of what this is doing to the land, 
and they really come away with a whole 
new perspective.”

But while the whole concept of 
the Narrow Ridge facility is, by nature, 
“communal”, in that people reach out, 
cooperate and help each other, no one is 
expected to conform to a given standard, 
Bill and Mitzi agreed.

“We don’t tell people they have to live exactly like we do, 
but we do try to show them that there are other options, that 
they don’t have to live a cookie-cutter existence, that they can 
do something that really means something to them,” Mitzi said. 
“You really don’t have to have a home with a two-car garage in 
order to be happy!”

If, all of a sudden, America’s economy were to collapse, or, 
shudder the thought, the country come under attack from some 
foreign enemy, would the people of today be able to survive?

Using the principles now in place at Narrow Ridge, the 
answer is a very defi nite yes, human beings could — and would — 
not only survive but thrive.

If a person has access to a small tract of land, some vegetable 
seed, and understands the basics of farming, they won’t go 
hungry, Bill said.

Utilizing the principles of “straw bale” construction, sturdy, 
comfortable, long-lasting dwellings can be constructed of 
generally readily-available natural materials at a fraction of the 
cost of a conventional house.

Bill’s own attractive “straw bale” home has stood the test of 
time for more than 30 years with minimal upkeep and expense.

In the event of a nuclear attack, America’s power grid could 

suff er severe devastation, but the Narrow Ridge community has 
clearly demonstrated for more than a quarter of a century that 
adequate electrical power can be harnessed (and stored for future 
use) from natural, unlimited — and inexpensive — solar energy.

More than forty years ago, Bill began searching for a home 
for his vision of providing a place of retreat and restoration for 
folks who were weary from the stressors of modern life. But with 
little funding with which to move forward, the vision was set 

aside until the early 90’s when he made 
the acquaintance of MacGregor Smith.

Narrow Ridge was fi rst “born” 
in 1972, when Bill purchased a 40 
acre tract of steep, mountain land in 
Grainger County’s ruggedly beautiful 
Hogskin Valley. Due to a lack of 
fi nancial support, Bill had to take 
a temporary “leave” from Grainger 
County in 1980 and worked for almost 
a decade at a United Methodist Camp. 
In 1990, he returned to the Valley — 
with the fi nancial support of Michael 
Wilburn and Mac Smith — and 
chartered Narrow Ridge for the second 
time.

For more than 25 years now, the 
Board of Directors and staff  members 
have successfully guided and expanded 
this non-profi t corporation to include 
nearly 600 acres of environmentally 
protected land.

“With Mac’s support, Narrow 
Ridge made a fresh start with a new 
way of thinking called Earth Literacy,” 
Mitzi said.

In his honor, the Mac Smith 
Resource Center, at the entrance to 
the facility, now houses the Narrow 

Ridge business offi  ce, Mac Smith Library (which can seat up 
to 25 people as a lecture room), a large dining room, and a fully 
equipped kitchen.

Th ere, visitors can peer through a small door into a wall to 
see the actual straw bales that support the walls and roof.

Guests at Narrow Ridge have a choice of facilities at which to 
stay during their visit.

Strawbale Lodge, named for its unique construction, sleeps 
up to 18, has fi ve bedrooms with two to six single beds in each, 
includes a fully-equipped kitchen, a large living/dining room, and 
a large bathroom.

Th e Garden Cabin sleeps fi ve with a small bathroom, 
kitchen/dinette (but no refrigerator), and living and sleeping 
areas.

Persimmon Point sleeps six to eight with a small bathroom 
and kitchen/dinette. Th e lodge includes a full-size futon couch in 
the living area and a loft with fi ve to six single beds.

Some of the lodges are “winterized” from mid-October 
through mid-April, meaning that there is no running water. Five-
gallon water coolers are provided for drinking and cleaning needs.

Solar panels provide electrical power to all of the lodges 
which also utilize waterless “composting toilets” ... components 
of modern-style bathrooms but with the waste collected and 

From page 63

“I think we are kind of a 
 too-well kept secret. If you 

come here, you really are 
‘getting away’ from it all. We 
are not a tourist destination in 
that we don’t have gift shops 
and those sorts of things. But 
if you just want a place where 
you can get away, to immerse 
yourself in the natural world, 
living a simple kind of lifestyle 
for a brief period, I think this 
is a great place.”

Director Mitzi Wood-Von Mizener
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composted for agricultural purposes.
Th e key to Narrow Ridge’s overall success, Bill and Mitzi 

believe, are the volunteers who have invested thousands of hours 
of time and hard work into not only building the framework for 
Narrow Ridge, but also in teaching others how to live simpler, 
healthier, less stressful lives.

“We have been learners more than teachers, and we have 
been blessed with some very, very good neighbors,” Mitzi said.

Earth Literacy may represent a new way of thinking to 
some 21st century souls, but the concept, she said, is as ancient 
as the very fi rst inhabitants of the North 
American continent themselves.

“ Native people were Earth literate 
in that they understood the land not from 
books, lectures or academic conversations, 
but by paying very close attention to what 
Earth could teach them,” she said.

Th ose early Native Americans 
learned that, through seeking a balanced 
relationship between themselves and the 
natural world around them, Earth would 
provide for their needs.

Mitzi and Bill agree that the fast-paced 
destructive lifestyles practiced by so many 
in the “modern” world today has distanced 
humanity from an appreciation for its 
natural “roots”.

Narrow Ridge off ers visitors and 
residents alike a rare opportunity to 
reconnect with their natural heritage.

“It is amazing how a few days of 
slowing down, breathing fresh air, listening 
to a bird’s song or gazing at the stars can refresh the soul and 
help us to better understand our relationship with the rest of the 
natural world,” Mitzi said.

Even at the end of a person’s life, Narrow Ridge has 
developed a way in which their bodies can be returned to the soil 
from whence they came.

In 2007, Narrow Ridge set aside fi ve acres of land for a 
“green cemetery” as a means of honoring the natural life cycle of 
birth, death and renewal.

Five years later, in April of 2012, Mitzi said that years of 
research and planning were rewarded with a letter from the state 
of Tennessee recognizing Narrow Ridge as the owner/operator 
of a Natural Burial Preserve ... the very fi rst contemporary “green 
cemetery” in the state of Tennessee.

Bill explained that the Narrow Ridge Natural Burial Preserve 
diff ers from conventional cemeteries in that it is expressly 
intended to be free of embalming fl uids, concrete vaults, non-
biodegradable caskets and chemical fertilizers.

Grave markings of native plants and modestly sized, fl at 
markers of stone native to the area are permitted, and in time, Bill 
said, the site will return to a natural forest with trails that provide 
access to grave sites.

A timber-frame pavilion located at the preserve provides a 
quiet, sheltered space for memorial services or gatherings in honor 
of deceased loved ones, he said.

Th ere is never a “fee” for a cemetery plot within the site 
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By Tommy Campbell
Editor & Publisher

because Narrow Ridge believes that the death of a loved one 
should not result in fi nancial hardship for grieving family 
members, Mitzi said.

However, Narrow Ridge does welcome donations in memory 
of a deceased loved one, donations that will be used to further the 
group’s eff orts to preserve rural land and promote Earth literacy 
and sustainable living.

Families who use the burial preserve are responsible for the 
cost of opening and closing the grave, although it is perfectly 
acceptable for friends and family to open and close the grave by 
hand, she said.

For more information about Narrow Ridge and its activities 
and programs, readers can visit their website at www.narrowridge.

org or call 865-497-2753.
Mitzi and Bill said they would be glad to schedule a tour and 

provide information regarding upcoming events.
Th e facility’s physical address is 1936 Liberty Hill Road, 

Washburn, TN 37888, although be forewarned: many GPS 
directional devices do not show accurate directions to the site.

VISA, MasterCard, Discover and American Express 
cards are accepted for payment of lodge rental fees, which vary 
according to the diff erent accomodations, and also for donations 
toward the Center’s “wish list” and ongoing mission. 

Readers who would like more information may visit their 
website at www.narrowridge.org

For more information about Narrow Ridge 
and its activities and programs, 
readers can visit their website at 

www.narrowridge.org or call 865-497-2753.

Covered pavilion at the 
Natural Burial Ground
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