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Project Approach:  The First Wilderness - Enhancing Economic Opportunities by Creating a

Corridor-wide Tourism Experience 

Fundamental to the approach in enhancing economic opportunities within northern Hudson River

communities is the acknowledgement of the resources that provide the underlying meaning to the First

Wilderness Experience. The redevelopment of the tourism railroad was the most significant, singular

element that would strengthen the link between the 9 communities. This transportation component,

combined with its attendant projects in the presence of the Hudson River, will become the basis for

expanding tourism in Warren and Saratoga County to a new level. By embracing the heritage of the First

Wilderness Corridor and developing its economic capacity in a planned manner ensures consistency of

the tourism experience and promotes coordination between public, private and non-profit stakeholders.

The sustainability of the Upper Hudson River Railroad requires that it be an element of a larger tourism

experience. Consequently, the challenge and opportunity presented by the tourism railroad is to

successfully use it as a catalyst for integrating – even small events and attractions - as a meaningful part

of the interpretive  journey within the First Wilderness Corridor.

This update plan builds upon the original planning reports and the Action Plan completed in 2004. The

initial strategies and implementation mechanisms that were included as part of the original plan

document “Rediscovering the First Wilderness – Inter Municipal Strategy for the Northern Hudson

River” have been refined and further developed. Projects completed are reflected as accomplishments

while long  term priorities and new community issues build upon learned experiences. Goals of the

original plan are reinforced through a comprehensive and consistent approach to maintain the consistency

of a corridor-wide tourism experience. 

The Adirondacks are rich in historical and geographical heritage. They will continue to be impacted by

public policy and debate as our perceptions and values change. The development of the updated plan for

the First Wilderness Heritage Corridor reflects many of those issues. Plans and recommendations

identified at the community level provide for a programmed approach with local involvement as the

cornerstone for its success.

The “First Wilderness” Experience:  Realizing the Potential for Heritage Tourism in the Upper

Hudson Corridor.

“If there is one thing the history of the Adirondacks teaches, it’s that the meaning of wilderness,

like love, changes as soon as it’s defined.” 

Paul Schneider. The Adirondacks: A History of America’s First Wilderness.  Henry Holt & Company, 1996. 

Adventure travelers and historic cultural travelers share a common goal.  Both groups wish to experience

the essential character of the places they visit.  For the adventure traveler, that character is found

somewhere in the natural landscape.  For the historic/cultural traveler, the essence of a place can be

found in how people have cultivated and/or exploited that landscape over time.  In both cases, these

visitors are seeking a high-quality vacation built around both historic and current facts about the place. 
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Neither of them wants a pre-digested theme park or pre-programmed set of activities that could take place

in virtually any suburban location in the United States.   

These travelers are seeking authenticity.  The places that attract them can offer an experience built upon

the area’s distinctive character.  The basis for its attractiveness is an interpretation of the place that

integrates the natural and built environment with arts, crafts, and stories from the area.

As described in the inventory, the Adirondacks were the first place where Americans realized that

wilderness was going to be a distinguishing and permanent feature of their civilization. By the 1880s,

more had been written about the Adirondacks than any other wilderness area in America.  By the 1890s,

the Adirondack Park was created as the largest protected wilderness area east of the Mississippi.  Since

then, the Adirondack Park has challenged each generation to define the role of wilderness in our

increasingly urbanized civilization. 

The Saratoga-to-North Creek corridor helped establish the Adirondacks as the First Wilderness.  It is the

logical starting place for those wishing to explore the possibilities of the First Wilderness.  In 1771, the

Jessup brothers’ one million-acre Totten and Crossfield Purchase from the Mohawks was the first

sizeable European purchase in the Adirondacks. In 1813, the Fox Brothers invented log driving along the

Schroon/Hudson Corridor

Indeed, the Adirondacks may have been the place that colored how Americans thought of all their

wilderness areas.  For example, in 1837, during a trip to Schroon Lake with Thomas Cole, Asher Durand

decided to become a landscape painter and began a career that helped define the American notion of

wilderness. He helped create the Hudson River School of landscape painting based upon that original

experience of the Adirondack wilderness. 

In the 1870s, under the leadership of Dr. Thomas C. Durant, the Adirondack railroad was the first line to

provide access to the Adirondacks from the New York City area and gave impetus to the development of

the Great Camps and eco-tourism.  It opened the Adirondacks to urban visitors a generation before

similar railroads were completed in the Catskills.  Following in the steps of his father Thomas, William

West Durant had dreams of extending his line from Saratoga to Ogdensburg, and transforming the

Adirondacks into a resort area replete with hotels, golf courses, and great camps.  However, due to

mismanagement and family squabbles, he failed to extend the tracks any farther than North Creek in

Warren County.  By the 1890s, the Adirondack Park was designated as a permanent wilderness area.  A

short time later, Durant left the Adirondacks altogether. Thanks to Durant’s railroad (and his failure to

extend it to Ogdensburg), this corridor was the place where American popular culture first confronted

and first embraced the idea of a permanent wilderness.  Since that time, each generation of residents and

visitors must wrestle with the task of defining the role of wilderness in American society. That is the core

of the attraction the Adirondacks still hold for campers, hikers, hunters, skiers, and all those who visit

this area today. 

PRINCIPLES FOR IMPLEMENTING THE “FIRST WILDERNESS” EXPERIENCE 
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As indicated above, the First Wilderness experience can serve as a vehicle to highlight the attractiveness

of the Upper Hudson Corridor to high-income travelers interested in outdoor recreation, sightseeing, and

rest or relaxation.  However, successfully implementing this concept will require more than just the

creation and printing of a brochure with a logo. The five principles annunciated by the National Trust for

Historic Preservation provide an excellent framework for discussing how to implement the First

Wilderness Heritage Corridor. 

Focus on authenticity and quality of experience.  

A severe climate and a rugged terrain have shaped human life in the First Wilderness.  In many areas, this

has led to human settlement patterns that are rustic and robust.  These conditions communicate

something distinct about the First Wilderness.  Consequently, redevelopment efforts must avoid

“prettification” that is more closely associated with Vermont or Massachusetts.  To date, the Hamlets of

North Creek and Warrensburg have managed to maintain that rustic character in their redevelopment

efforts.  Similar care should be taken throughout the corridor. 

In addition, part of the First Wilderness experience is about the creative tensions between desires for

development versus conservation.  These should not be glossed over, but should become an essential part

of the interpretive story. Much more profound conflicts have been successfully included in interpretive

programs in other areas. For example, tour guides at certain Civil War historic sites sometimes welcome

visitors by explaining that the Civil War has been referred to in the South as the “War of the Northern

Aggression,” introducing the visitor to the notion that divergent views of history still exist.  An

appropriate approach should be taken to recognize ongoing tensions or conflicts as part of the experience.

Preserve and protect resources.

Part of the legacy of the First Wilderness is the Adirondack Park and its commitment to preserve natural

resources. This effort should be reflected in the First Wilderness experience.  It is equally important to

preserve and protect resources that reflect the economic, cultural, and historic legacies of the First

Wilderness.  The authenticity of the experience is strengthened if—consistent with environmental

protection—it includes the continuation of traditional ways of making a living and socializing.  While

local residents may consider their annual firefighters’ picnic or ice cream social to be fairly ordinary, it

may be a very valuable guide to help a tourist appreciate the traditional ways of life that help make up the

First Wilderness. Highlighting and promoting such events will enhance the tourist experience and may

also serve to infuse new interest and vitality in these local activities. 

Make sites come alive. 

A site that is actually used by a community is a much more compelling heritage tourism experience.

Fragile or endangered materials and/or facilities should certainly be protected.  However, if it is

consistent with sound environmental and historic preservation practices, communities should continue to

actively use those sites that illustrate their history and/or culture.  To take a far-flung example, part of the

appeal of the great European cathedrals to tourists is that these centuries-old structures are still being

used for religious services and community gatherings.  If traditional places of community life and work

can be kept in use, they serve as much stronger attractions to tourists. 



First Wilderness Action Plan Update Section II Page - 4

Find the fit between a community or region and tourism. 

Historic/cultural tourism succeeds when the resources communicate what is special about this place, its

environment, and its way of life.  Such places quickly lose their appeal if efforts to accommodate tourists

overwhelm the character of the place.  Several places in southern Vermont have suffered from this

dynamic.  At the same time, if the Corridor is to benefit from tourism, visitors must feel welcome and

comfortable.  Through coordinated programs of signage and hospitality training, visitors can be directed

to the features or event that make the area special.  This will provide visitors with an enjoyable

experience, while at the same time minimizing any unanticipated disruptions to community life caused by

errant or uninformed visitors. 

Collaboration

A successful heritage tourism experience comes from the creation of consistent messages and a well-

coordinated series of experiences for each visitor.  This can only be done through the close collaboration

of existing organizations and enterprises. No one single agency could keep track of all the ingredients

that make a compelling heritage tourism experience.  Even if one agency undertook every tourist-related

activity in the area, the resulting experience would be cut off from the local groups and businesses that

give the community its distinctive character.  So collaboration is essential if visitors are to have an

experience that truly reflects community character. 

At the same time, collaboration is essential for effective marketing and promotion of historic/cultural

experiences.  The First Wilderness experience involves outdoor recreation, railroading, dining, local

cultural events, and other opportunities to explore the community.  Each one of these enterprises must be

prepared to refer its visitors to other destinations within the area.  Similarly, the “market presence” of

such an experience can only be maximized if the participating organizations and enterprises undertake

joint marketing and promotional efforts.  For example, a local historical society or local restaurant is each

more likely to attract new clientele if they are identified as key components of a First Wilderness

Experience. This would enable them to each capture new visitors who are attracted by a First Wilderness

campaign that is aggressively promoted in markets that either the society or the restaurant could never

afford to reach through its own advertising budget.


