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Greenville, ME - The latter part of this week in mid-August has been designated "Forest Heritage Days" by the Moosehead Lake Chamber of Commerce.   There have been several associated events, such as a "working forest bus tour," various forest-themed lectures, a craft fair, logging competitions, and a chainsaw carving exhibition.  All day Saturday, two horses solemnly pulled a wagon with groups of about 10 people in it on a route through this small lake front town from the high school (the center of most of the festivities) to the town library and back.  Judging from the faces of the riders (not the horses), this was a popular event.
Small towns in this northwest region of Maine have found that the best way to increase tourism is to dream up events such as this to bring much needed visitors to the area.  In a few weeks, Greenville will be holding its annual "International Sea Plane Fly-in" - international meaning, of course, that a few planes will come here from neighboring towns and lakes in Quebec and New Brunswick.  
The problem (and I have mentioned this in a previous article) is that most younger Americans no longer see the woods - particularly the woods here in the north - as a vacation destination.   It is simply not cool, or desirable, in their opinion to camp, hike, fish, or, God forbid, hunt.  These are not activities which most of the younger generation aspire to do during summers.  
Part of the decline in the popularity of northern Maine can be traced to air conditioning.  No longer is it necessary to escape summer heat and humidity by racing to higher latitudes when you can simply turn up the A/C in your home and vehicles.  If the outside temperature is still 80 degrees with even higher humidity, no problem....run the A/C.  The rich and famous of earlier generations were just like everyone else during the summers in terms of facing oppressive heat, except for the fact that they could simply pack up their servants and their belongings and head north for the entire summer.  Lesser well-off citizens envied them, and as soon as they amassed sufficient wealth of their own, hopped into their Chevy or Ford and drove north for a week or two.  I know this from personal experience because this is exactly what my family did every summer.  We had little money, but we headed north to Michigan and camped in a tent to give us at least one summer week reprieve from the Kentucky heat and humidity.
But there are also factors other than air conditioning which have led to the precipitous decline in tourism here in northern Maine.  I attended one of the Forest Heritage lectures held at The Center for Moosehead History here in Greenville earlier this week.  It was hosted by Candy Russell, an attractive and very enthusiastic woman apparently in her late 50's.  The guest speaker was George A. Smith, a rather famous Maine outdoorsman, author and television personality.  His topic was "Maine Sporting Camps - Going, Going, Gone?"  George told us that just over 100 years ago Maine had over 300 sporting camps; now there are less than 30.  These camps were destinations for not only hunters and fishermen, but also those who simply wanted to get away from the city to enjoy an outdoor rustic experience.  Some of the camps were primitive, but others offered plush accommodations with rather amazing daily menus.  Now the remaining camps are scrambling to find anything which might attract customers.....activities such as birding weekends, mountain bike trails, snowmobile camps....whatever it takes to bring in customers.  
An even more difficult challenge is to find employees who will work at these camps in remote areas.  Most people no longer want to cook or make beds in these regions where - OMG!  - there may be no internet.  Actually many of the remaining camps have figured out that no cell service and no internet automatically translates to no customers, so they have come up with creative ways to be digitally connected.
The growing trend to stay in the cities or the suburbs is, in my opinion, very sad.  There is so much to learn from a visit to the wilds where you are just as likely to see a moose as a Mercedes - in fact, more likely.  Also the thrill of hiking alongside a roaring stream cascading down a mountainside via rapids and waterfalls is a total joy.  We spent one day recently hiking up such a trail to Little Wilson Falls about 20 miles southeast of here in a region which the Appalachian Trail crosses through.  It was one of my finer experiences of the past decade.  
So, if you are contemplating what to do next summer, take a look north.  I can almost guarantee that you will not be disappointed if you decide to go.  Give it a try.
I thought that you might like to know.
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