Voided Villages
by
Eyes Right
Greenville, ME – We have been coming to this majestic part of Maine for several years.  Greenville is located on the southern shore of Moosehead Lake, the largest fresh water body in Maine.  The shores are surrounded by mountains, with the highest peak in the Northeast U.S., Katahdin (a.k.a., Mount Baxter), visible over 50 miles to the northeast.  A particularly intriguing, and historically important, mountain, Kineo Peak, sits about one mile offshore to the north of Rockwood, a small village about 30 miles northwest of here.  The surrounding area is replete with other smaller lakes and ponds (folks in Maine tend to call freshwater bodies of water either lakes or ponds, with no apparent distinction in terms of size - some ponds are quite large and dwarf many lakes in size).
The problem with this picture is that two disturbing trends are occurring here simultaneously.  The first is a considerable decline in tourist traffic. Certainly there are many reasons for the decrease, not the least of which is the ongoing downturn in the national economy.  Many tourists who, in better economic times, would drive from Massachusetts or other more distant states along the mid-Atlantic to vacation here, simply have chosen not to spend so much on gas (over $3.60/gal at this time) and are opting for closer-to-home, less expensive options.  Although air fares are still relatively reasonable to Manchester, New Hampshire, the cost to fly airports actually in Maine (Portland, Augusta, or Bangor) remain high, presumably because they are not "major market cities.  In short, a lot of potential American visitors can no longer afford to visit.  I saw more Europeans on Kineo than Americans.
Another more difficult to document factor leading to the decline in tourists to this region is that much of the younger generation simply is not interested in the attractions which this part of Maine offers.  There are now far less fishermen, hunters, hikers, wildlife enthusiasts, bird watchers, and fall leaf enthusiasts who come here.  I spoke to several local outfitters about this trend, and all reported a decline in fishing and hunting enthusiasts among younger Americans.  No one claims to know the exact cause, but several theories abound.  One of the most frequently mentioned factors is that more and more American youngsters are now products of single parent homes, almost always the mother.  Without a male parent in the picture, it is increasingly likely that the children, especially the boys, will not be exposed to the traditional outdoor activities found in rural Maine.  There are required skill sets associated with both hunting and fishing, including the availability of equipment – some of which is expensive.  These skill sets are not usually learned from books or videos, but from an older mentor, such as a father or a relative who has these interests.  Basically, these are skills which are handed down generationally.  Another theory for the decline of these Maine outdoor sports is that many of the younger generation simply do not play outdoors as much as in previous years due to video games, computer time, and other indoor activities.  Going outside to do anything is simply not a choice often made, particularly if it is a strenuous activity such as hiking.
The other trend affecting the vitality of Maine towns is the loss of their younger people to metropolitan areas.  This effect is particularly felt in the socio-economic grouping which goes off to college.  Fewer and fewer of these college graduates are returning to the communities where they were born and raised, often because there are no longer jobs or work opportunities in these communities which match their newly acquired skills.  Engineers, software developers, accountants, and physicians, for example, have little chance of employment in these remote areas where manufacturing jobs have long left and professional opportunities are few and far between. None of these smaller towns in northwestern Maine have populations even remotely comparable to the numbers just 50 years ago.  Some, such as Rockwood, Monson, and Guilford, now look like ghost towns.
I do not presume to know how to reverse these trends. What I do know is that these areas are magnificently beautiful and very worthy of a prolonged visit.
I thought that you might like to know.
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