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Thank you, Carol, for inviting me to speak about “Scenic Byways.” Carol and I come from similar
New York City backgrounds, and have been personal friends since we met in the trenches fighting the
Commission on the Adirondacks in the 21st Century back in 1989.

She and | have different work habits — I can never remember which one is “macro” and which is
“micro” — [ write a newsletter that covers a single state agency, the Adirondack Park Agency [APA]
— [ think that’s “micro” — while she covers the APA and the entire U.S. and even the world. So |
urge all of you. no matter where you live, to support her very hard work.

While my focus is on the Adirondacks, the subject of Scenic Byways applies to the whole U.S.. so
whenever I mention some local Adirondack agency or organization, please substitute it in your mind
for its counterpart in your area — and believe me, there will be one! Carol’s letter this summer really
spelled out the problem in a nutshell — Scenic Byways is a tool “that the extreme environmentalists
have so expertly. yet somewhat subtly, designed, to eliminate rural property rights,” and I'm also
anxious to hear from the Havraneks how their trails program fits into this whole scenario.

Most of the credit for this speech goes to a friend of mine and of Carol’s, who's also been in the
trenches with us all this time — Judy Ford from Clintonville in Clinton County. She had to turn down
Carol’s invitation to speak because she owns a small business and Saturday is the busy day for her. So
["'m the pinch-hitter. and she gave me a lot of the material and documentation she had gathered over

the years. She was also directly involved as a “victim™ of Scenic Byways, as you'll hear about in this
talk.

The great French writer Marcel Proust wrote about trying to discover the origins of a great river — he
said. “You can search and search and still never find its source.” Proust was talking about trying to
reach back in time to seek out the roots of our ideas and beliefs and passions. But I like the quote for
its literal sense — I’ve searched and searched for the source of Scenic Byways and I'm not at all sure
['ve found it. What I have found is a lot of underground pools and hidden springs and tiny little brooks
that drain into the kind of ““great river” that is the Scenic Byways program.

[ am old enough to remember Lady Bird Johnson planting flowers along the roadsides, the “Keep
America Beautiful™ campaign, which led directly to the federal Highway Beautification Act in 1965.
That law was mainly concerned with getting rid of big unsightly billboards. That’s probably about the
time that the non-profit organization “Scenic America” first came into being and it’s still very much in
existence today.

In the 1960°s there was a big surge in outdoor recreation and tourism in general. The gas station maps
and travel guides started to show scenic back roads in a different color or with a dotted line. for people
who had the time to go off the beaten track and explore. State and local tourism departments started to
get into the act, seeing some marketing potential for those tourist dollars. I had always assumed.
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probably like most of you, that these scenic markings were the products of the mapmakers and the
tourism folks, Triple A and Mobil and the I Love NY campaign.

Carol suggested that I go over one specific Scenic Byway — the “Olympic Trail.” This is a 170 mile
series of secondary state highways that run from Keeseville on Lake Champlain, through Wilmington
and Lake Placid, then out through the western Adirondacks to Watertown and Sackets Harbor on the
St. Lawrence River in the Thousand Islands Region.

You might recall that Sackets Harbor was in the news this summer as the home of the racehorse
Funny Cide, but apparently that part of the St. Lawrence was also where Olympic athletes trained for
the 1976 Summer Olympics in Montreal. That seems like a bit of a stretch for an Olympics theme, but
that’s part of the irony of this whole Byway and a lot of other byways — only maybe 20 miles from
Whiteface Mountain to Lake Placid really has anything to do with the Olympics. And an actual
Olympic site, the bobsled and luge run at Mt. Van Hoevenberg, is off the Olympic Trail entirely. on
sort of a spur called the Rt. 73 Scenic Byway, which I'll get to a little later.

Anyway, there’s a private organization in Northern New York called the Adirondack North Country
Association [ANCAY]. It started in 1954 and is kind of a regional Chamber of
Commerce/business/economic development organization covering 14 upstate counties. They used to
produce information promoting the area, like museum guides, historic site maps, craft center guides,
usually with funding from NYS Dept. of Economic Development or Dept. of Commerce, as it used to
be called, and also got member item funds from the State Senate. Unlike most local Chambers with
tiny budgets and run by volunteers. ANCA has always had a full-time paid staff and a real office.

Around the late 1970°s or early 1980°s, ANCA created a marketing device for what they called
“theme trails.” These aren’t foot trails but are main roads, such as the “Dude Ranch Trail” in the
Warrensburg-Lake George area, where there’s a lot of horseback riding related businesses. ANCA
apparently worked with the NYS Dept. of Transportation [DOT] to get signs put up with cowboy hats
marking that route, and there were other symbols for the other roads, like the Olympic torch for the
Olympic Trail. Their 1987 map calls them “New York State Highway Trails,” and it says they’re “part
of the NYS Highway System established by the NYS Legislature to promote tourism.” Apparently
these ofticial designations happened in 1984. This map highlights “historic. recreational, cultural,
scenic and other sites of interest.” The map was produced on DOT’s base map and in partnership with
the Adirondack Park Agency.

The next map that ANCA produced was dated 1992, they jobbed it out to Rand-McNally using NYS
funds. This map calls the roads the “Scenic Auto Trail System.™ Both of these maps show a route
from the Albany area to Lake Placid.called either the “Underground Railroad Trail™ or simply “Lake
George-l.ake Placid Trail,” but it was not officially designated. Later on, part of that road would
become the Rt. 73 Scenic Byway.

In late 1991 Congress passed the federal Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act — called
“ISTEA.” It allowed 10% of the billions of dollars raised from gasoline taxes to be spent on projects
for pedestrians and bicycles, such as trails; historic and archeological sites; historic highways. railway
corridors and canals; beautification; removal of outdoor advertising: and acquisition of land and
scenic casements. According to an article by Ann Corcoran, the founder of the Land Rights Letter,
those kinds of projects would receive $3.5 billion over the next five years. nationwide.

Ann Corcoran did some searching herself and discovered that ISTEA originated with groups like
Scenic America, Rails to Trails Conservancy and the National Trust for Historic Preservation
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