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HISTORIAN USES PAST
TO BUILD CITY’S FUTURE

Kevin Rose is a historian with the Turner Foundation and the executive director of the Hartman Rock Garden. “I think history is important
becauseit helps connect people,” Rose said. “ ... It can give people a reason to engage with their community, and sometimes it can be healing.”
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or more than two decades, historian
Kevin Rose has worked to preserve
Springfield’s rich heritage and
showcase its landmark attractions,
including the nationally recognized
Hartman Rock Garden. Through
walking tours, film festivals and
community projects, Rose uses local history

as a dynamic tool for economic development
and civic pride. His dedicated efforts prove that
honoring a city’s past is one of the most powerful
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Kevin Rose, historian with the Turner Foundation, talks with the nieces and nephew of Hattie Moseley following a dedication of the mural in her honor Oct. 11,2022. Hattie's family
members — (from left) Diantha Applin, Booker Wooten and Shirley Harris — said it was an honor to have their aunt represented in the mural. The muralist, Gaia, was finishing the
mural using a lift in the background. “That’s one of those things that is so meaningful,” Rose said. “To see people recognize ... and to know that their story isimportant. I'mreally
just thankful that | was able todo it.” sTaFFFILE

ROSE LEADS EFFORTS TO

PRESERVE CITY’S HERITAGE

DarciJordan
Contributing Writer

Local historian Kevin Rose pre-
fers to read fiction, but when it
comes to his work in the Spring-
field community, he writes and
shares only facts.

For more than two decades,
Kevin Rose has worked to pre-
serve Springfield’s past and
make a case for its role in the
city’s future.

As executive director of
the Hartman Rock Garden,
Rose is known today for lead-
ing efforts to preserve one of
Ohio’s most distinctive folk-art
environments. But his influ-
ence on Springfield’s historic
preservation, cultural tour-
ism and civic identity extends
beyond the garden’s colorful
stone creations. His dedication
makes him a true community
champion.

Rose has spent much of his
career helping residents and
visitors understand that his-
toric buildings, neighbor-
hoods and stories are more
than reminders of what came
before. They can be tools for
economic development, com-
munity partnerships and civic
pride.

“I think ultimately we're
doing what we think is import-
ant,” Rose said. “We’re
focused on our region, our
state and our nation and
the stories that we think are
important.”

That philosophy has guided
Rose through a career that has
included serving for more than
20 years as historian for the
Turner Foundation, helping
create strategies for historic
preservation, neighborhood
revitalization and downtown
redevelopment.

He has promoted Spring-
field’s historic architecture as
an economic asset, helping
establish the city as a destina-
tion for architectural tourism
through landmarks such as the
Westcott House and Hartman
Rock Garden.

Rose co-founded the West-
cott Center for Architecture
and Design and launched
Springfield’s Summer Tour
Series, which offers walk-
ing, bicycle and architectural
tours. He also established the
Lillian Gish Film Festival to
honor the Springfield-born
silent film star while expand-
ing the city’s cultural pro-
gramming.
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In 2023, Rose became the
first executive director of the
Hartman Rock Garden, tak-
ing on a leadership role in pre-
serving the nationally recog-
nized site. However, for Rose,
the work has never been sim-
ply about saving buildings or
historic sites.

“I think history is important
because it helps connect peo-
ple,” he said. “It’s a great story
of survival. It can give people
a reason to engage with their
community, and sometimes it
can be healing.”

Rose has become one of
Springfield’s most visible pub-
lic historians, delivering lec-
tures, leading community pro-
grams and sharing the city’s
history with people from
Clark County and beyond. His
expertise in architectural his-
tory, interpretation and pres-
ervation has also earned him
national recognition.

He has appeared in national
media, including National
Public Radio, discussing
Springfield’s economic trans-
formation and the role his-
toric preservation plays in
communities.

Rose has served as board
chair of Ohio Humanities, on
the board of Heritage Ohio and
as national president of the
Victorian Society in America.

He holds degrees from Wit-
tenberg University and the
University of Leicester in
England.

Despite those credentials,
Rose said some of the most
meaningful work comes from
finding unconventional ways

to bring history to people who
might not ordinarily seek it
out.

“I need to find new ways
of engaging with people,” he
said. “While I love architecture
walks through downtown, not
everyone does.”

Those unconventional ways
have led to programs such as
History, Mystery, and Murder,
which features haunting tales
at Greenlawn Cemetery, and
mausoleum crawls at Ferncliff
Cemetery. The programs are
part of a larger effort to make
history both intriguing and
entertaining without losing its
meaning.

“All of these programs are
just new ways of reaching
broader audiences,” Rose said.
“Our story doesn’t just belong
to part of our community. It
belongs to the whole commu-
nity.”

Rose said that philosophy is
especially important as com-
munities consider whose sto-
ries are being preserved and
shared.

Asked if there was one
accomplishment that stands
above the others after decades
of community work, Rose
pointed to the cumulative
impact of seemingly small
projects.

“In some ways, it’s just small
things that look big when you
put them all together,” he said.

One project stands out, how-
ever: a mural honoring Hat-
tie Moseley on the east side of
the WesBanco building at 28 E.
Main St. in downtown Spring-
field.

Moseley was a Black civil
rights activist who came to
Springfield from Georgia in
1922. She arrived during a
particularly difficult period
in Springfield’s history, when
the Ku Klux Klan had a signif-
icant presence in the commu-
nity.

Moseley became an import-
ant figure in the fight against
racial segregation. Her activ-
ism contributed to efforts that
resulted in Fulton becoming
integrated following a 1923
court ruling.

Rose recalled seeing peo-
ple stop their cars, get out and
look at the mural, recognizing
that an important person in
their community’s history had
been publicly honored.

“That’s one of those things
that is so meaningful,” he said.
“To see people recognize ...
and to know that their story
is important. I'm really just
thankful that I was able to do
it:”

For Rose, those moments
illustrate why preservation
matters. A historic structure,
mural, neighborhood or story
can become a point of connec-
tion between generations.

Rose has also spent years
advocating for more his-
toric preservation. Rather
than focusing exclusively
on individual buildings, he
has emphasized preserving
neighborhoods and the rela-
tionships among architec-
ture, community identity and
economic development. He
believes Springfield’s historic
character can be a competitive
advantage.

“People come here because
of the things that we love
and that are important to our
region,” he said. “They eat at
our restaurants; they shop at
our stores and they stay in our
hotels. That’s important.”

Rose said communities
sometimes underestimate the
economic contribution of cul-
tural and architectural tourism
because visitors do not always
arrive with the “conventional
image” of a tourist destination.

“You look at places like Bos-
ton, New Orleans and Wash-
ington, D.C.,” he said. “People
come to see the history and
the architecture, but they’re
also eating at local restaurants,
shopping at local establish-
ments and staying in the com-
munity.”

That approach has helped

position Springfield as

an example of what Rose
describes as creative place-
making — using history, archi-
tecture, arts and culture to
encourage investment and
strengthen civic pride. He said
the goal is not simply to look
backward.

“We’re not looking back-
ward,” Rose said. “We’re tak-
ing the negative and hope-
fully building something better
from it.”

Rose’s involvement in the
Springfield 2051 visioning ini-
tiative conveys that same phi-
losophy. He has been a leader
in efforts to encourage resi-
dents to think about the com-
munity’s long-term future and
the kind of city they want to
create.

At the center of his work
is a belief that communities
become stronger when res-
idents understand that they
have a role in telling — and
shaping — their own story.

That is especially clear in his
work at Hartman Rock Garden.

The garden, created by Ben
Hartman in the early 20th cen-
tury, is both a physical place
and a story about an individ-
ual’s creativity, determination
and vision. Rose sees preserv-
ing it as part of a much larger
responsibility.

“I think it’s important for
people to understand why
we're doing this,” he said. “It’s
about people. It’s about their
stories, their vision and their
belief in what a community
can be.”

That belief has remained a
common thread throughout
Rose’s career.

Whether he is champion-
ing a preservation effort or an
architectural tour, telling a his-
toric cemetery story, or help-
ing visitors understand the
Hartman Rock Garden, Rose’s
work is rooted in the same
idea: Springfield’s history
belongs to everyone.

“The stories are all con-
nected,” he said. “It’s finding
ways to meet people where
they are and give them a way
to engage with those stories.”

For a historian who has
spent decades documenting
Springfield’s past, Rose’s focus
remains on what comes next.

“If we understand our his-
tory, we can use it to build a
future,” he said.

“That’s what makes the
work meaningful.”



