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We should all work for that guy – right? (Sorry, it was Thomas Jefferson). In OUR century,
most Americans spend their days working and attending to the demands of family, home
maintenance, and their DVRs, and then – take a hike, go for a run, or enjoy seasonal fun
like cross country skiing. Despite Jefferson’s enlightened philosophy, recreation was never
part of anyone’s day until the 20th century. 

Most scholars regard Aristotle to be the “father of leisure” as he was the first to write
about it as an ideal – or an end in itself.  Ancient Romans considered leisure a right of
citizenship. When “Rome – the Empire” became “Rome – the Church,” work became the ideal
of value and pleasurable pursuits were equated with immorality. 

From the early days of Puritanism when leisure time was a sin to today when it is identified 
as a human right under the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, recreation
has taken a long walk to become an essential part of our lives. 

The Early Days
Hunting and fishing were survival tools for the earliest
settlers of Penn’s Woods. They rode horses, rowed boats and
walked to get where they were going. They tilled, dug,
lifted, and chopped–and got up and did it again.

Recreation became more acceptable when it was attached
to work. For example, country fairs and market days brought
amusements. Social gatherings held in conjunction with house-
raisings and sheep shearing, or civic events such as elections,
were all opportunities to get together for games and contests.

In 1828, brothers Titian Ramsey and Franklin Peale
formed the United Bowmen of Philadelphia, the nation’s first
society of archers. Fishing for sport with hand-tied flies was
already popular on the limestone streams around Easton in the
1840s when Samuel Phillippe lightened the heft of the rods by
building them with split bamboo.                continued on next page

A Long Walk ...or a Short History 
of Recreation in Pennsylvania

“Leave all the afternoon for EXERCISE
and RECREATION, which are as necessary as 

reading. I will rather say more necessary because
HEALTH is WORTH MORE than LEARNING.”
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of Recreation in Pennsylvania
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A Long Walk …or a Short History of Recreation in Pennsylvania continued from page 1

Free Time – What a Concept
In the nineteenth century, industrial and economic growth
brought many Americans increased time and disposable
income to spend on pursuing various forms of recreation.
In 1816, a promising young state lawmaker named James
Buchanan made his first visit to a rural hotel in Bedford
Springs. Partial to its restorative mineral waters and bucolic
vistas, Buchanan would return when he was president of the
United States. By the end of the century, the hotel had built
one of the first golf courses in the state and, in 1907, one of
the first indoor pools in the country.

In the 1880s, golf had its early popularity fanned by the
Foxburg Golf Course in Clarion County. Philadelphia’s Main
Line established golf and country clubs, adding equestrian
activities, tennis, shooting, skating, and swimming.

In Dr. Silas Chamberlin’s “New Paths Toward a History of
Pennsylvania Outdoor Recreation,” he describes the early years of
hiking and biking for recreation in Pennsylvania. 
“Walking clubs were more egalitarian than the hunting associations, but
their members tended to come from similar backgrounds. Pennsylvania did
not have an organized club until Reading’s Blue Mountain Eagle Climbing
Club and the statewide Pennsylvania Alpine Club were founded in 1916 and
1917, respectively. They hiked as a way to ‘work’ vicariously through
leisure, as evidenced in club literature. For example, a 1932 meeting of 
the Allentown Hiking Club featured a lecture that linked hiking to 
‘the necessity of keeping mind and body occupied in our spare time in a
healthful way...with the progressing of the machine age.”

Dr. Chamberlin also discusses Pennsylvania’s cyclists, writing 
that the “urban bicyclists of the late nineteenth century were
some of the most vocal proponents of the Good Roads Movement,
which led to the paving of thousands of miles of roads.”

Viewing the sport as recreation and exercise, bicyclists
were encouraged by the metabolic benefits of cycling. An
enthusiastic Philadelphia cyclist (or wheelman as they called
themselves) in 1892 wrote: “The average wheelman can eat
and drink anything with an impunity surpassed only by the
ostrich and the Harlem breed of goat.” 

Athletic clubs were forming across the state to promote 
all sorts of sporting activities – fishing and hunting, cricket, 
baseball, rowing, and boxing – using the improved roads and 
railways to reach the resort hotels designed to lure
well-heeled urbanites away from dust, noise, and heat of the
city with the refreshing promise of open air.

In Pennsylvania, the early days of recreation can be traced
to the individuals and groups who formed constituencies
for the protection of fish and game, natural places, and public
access to land. As recreation became part of American lives,
Pennsylvanians became more interested in the places they
enjoyed. With this came the rise of state parks, forests, and
game lands. 

The 1920s brought skiing to the United States, as a handful
of mountains in Pennsylvania’s Poconos and the Adirondacks
of New York began to offer instruction and equipment.

Members of the Blue 
Mountain Eagle Climbing 
Club on the Skyline Trail, 
the original name of the
Appalachian Trail.

As recreation, became part of American lives, Pennsylvanians
became more interested in the places they enjoyed. With this

came the rise of state parks, forests, and game lands. 

Biking Clothes Ad – Sears Catalog 

Friends enjoying the day at Laurel Lake, 
Pine Grove Furnace State Park 

Four cyclists 
stop for a 
photograph 
on the Alameda
Avenue Bridge,
Denver,Colorado,
circa 1905
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Photo courtesy of Blue 
Mountain Eagle Climbing Club
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A Long Walk …or a Short History of Recreation in Pennsylvania

Under the Stars
Once Americans began to enjoy spending a beautiful day  out-
side they wanted to stay there…enter camping. Magazines
from the 1890s describe in enthusiastic detail the particular
advantages of various styles of tents, stoves, and clothing,
as well as tips for successful outings.

Bringing just what they needed to set up a temporary
home in the shelter of the woods, early campers arrived in
natural areas on foot, horseback, or wagon. The first camping
club was formed in 1910, calling themselves the “Tin Can
Tourists.” In 1912, the US Forest Service reported 231,000
campers in the national forests. Mountain forests close to
urban areas were the most heavily used. 

One of the greatest culinary achievements of modern
society can be traced to the camping movement: the s’more.
In 1927, the first official recipe for s’mores appears in a Girl
Scouts’ manual, Tramping and Trailing with the Girl Scouts.

For the Kids!
Fueled by a national interest in recreation generally and
better lives for children specifically, Dr. Henry Curtis’, The
Play Movement and Its Significance (published in 1917) opened a
conversation that continues to this day. Along with child
welfare legislation, settlement houses, hygiene movements,
and industrial democracy, the play movement was one of
society’s remedies to the changes brought by industrialization.

Pennsylvania’s first chapter of the Boy Scouts, the Warren
County Council, was founded in 1908, followed by more
recreational and social recreation groups. The YWCA, the Girl
Scouts, the Campfire Girls, the Woodcraft League, the Boys
Clubs and many other groups organized in an attempt to “train
youth in responsible citizenship, character development, and self-
reliance through participation in a wide range of outdoor activities
and educational programs,” which was  (in part) the stated goals
of the Boy Scouts and recommended by the Play Movement.  

In 1874, the YWCA established the first camp for “ladies”
in Asbury Park, New Jersey. Sea Rest was created specifically
for “tired young women wearing out their lives in an almost
endless drudgery for wages that admit no thought of rest or
recreation.” This was marketed as a low-cost summer “resort”
for women who worked outside the home. 

Pennsylvania Leads the Way
No review of recreation in Pennsylvania could be complete
without mentioning the contributions of Maurice Goddard.
In 1955, Goddard was appointed director of the Department
of Forests and Waters. There were 44 Pennsylvania state parks.

Dr. Goddard proposed building a state park within 25 miles of
every resident of Pennsylvania. 

Published in 1957, Pennsylvania’s New State Parks: A Report to
the General Assembly on Act 256 reviewed 175 potential state
parks. The new parks were evaluated on water, location,
topography, subsurface conditions, availability, and scenic
and historical significance. Acquisition of some of the new
state parks began immediately. Visitation of state parks went
from eight million visitors in 1955 to 24 million visitors by
1961. Pennsylvanians were getting outdoors and loving it!

Today, according to the Washington Post, recreation-
related business is an important factor in the economy. It has
been estimated that the outdoor recreation sector alone
contributes $730 billion annually to the U.S. economy and
generates 6.5 million jobs.  

Linking Recreation to Health
Studying the links between recreation and health is a topic unto
itself. In recent research for the Statewide Comprehensive
Outdoor Recreation Plan, Pennsylvanians identified recreation
as an important component of their overall wellness or health
plan. At this point there are so many studies supporting this
that the National Institute of Health states “We confirm that
there is irrefutable evidence of the effectiveness of regular
physical activity in the primary and secondary prevention of
several chronic diseases (e.g., cardiovascular disease, diabetes,
cancer, hypertension, obesity, depression and osteoporosis)
and premature death.” (see Penn’s Stewards Fall 2010) So Jefferson
was right after all. In a perfect world we should “leave all the
afternoon for exercise and recreation,” and in the meantime,
let’s make time for it every day. 
Sources: Penn State University Press, Pennsylvania History, Vol. 79, No. 4, Special Issue:
Environmental Histories of the Mid-Atlantic (Autumn 2012), pp. 463-472

This vintage postcard’s enticing caption reads: “The beach at Shawnee State Park,
Schellsburg near Bedford. Thousands come here every day to enjoy the many
recreational features of this fine park. Here one may enjoy swimming, boating,
fishing, picnicking, camping, and just plain loafing.”
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Legend Has It…
It is widely believed that Francis X. Kennedy (1923-1997), former Tiadaghton
District Forester, was the first to develop cross-country ski trails on state
forest lands. He was a veteran of the prestigious 10th Mountain Division during
WWII and their story is amazing!

Francis Kennedy, the eldest child of Sidney and Margaret McMahon
Kennedy, graduated from Emporium High School and attended the Forestry
School at Mt Alto. In 1943, he joined the US Army, where he trained at
Camp Hale, Colorado and then served successively with the 10th Mountain
through Italy. Serving as Squad Leader and holding the rank of Staff
Sergeant, he was wounded in the leg at Mt. Belvedere, Italy. For some time
he was listed as missing. He was discharged from the service at Halloran
General Hospital in New York City on July 3, 1946.

For his service he was awarded the Bronze Star, the European Theater
of Operations Medal with 2 Battle Stars, the Combat Infantry Badge, Victory
Medal, and the Good Conduct Medal. After the war, he attended the
Pennsylvania State University, graduating in 1949. Francis served as the district
forester at Tiadaghton State Forest from 1955 to 1989, when he retired.

The 10th Mountain Division started out as an experiment to train
skiers and climbers to fight in the most difficult, mountainous terrain in
Europe. Some of the men who joined the division were skiers already, while
others had never seen a ski in their lives.

Their training at Camp Hale, near Pando, Colorado, included skiing,
snowshoeing and rock climbing. They also learned cold-weather survival tactics,
such as keeping warm by building snow caves. The men lived in the mountains
for weeks, working in altitudes of up to 13,500 feet, in five to six feet of
snow and in temperatures that dropped to 20 degrees below zero at night.

In the postwar years, many veterans of the 10th returned to Colorado,
Wyoming and Montana, and formed the foundation of the U.S. ski industry.
They worked as ski instructors, ski school directors, Olympic and college
coaches, and helped found resort areas in Colorado, such as Winter Park,
Arapahoe Basin, and Vale.
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The Tiadaghton State Forest cross country ski trails were the first to be
built on state forest land in Pennsylvania, and owe their creation to Kennedy, and 
foresters Bob Webber (Forest Maintenance Supervisor) and John Eastlake (Forester),
who can also be credited with laying out the scenic Black Forest Trail. These
pioneers were ahead of their time in promoting cross country skiing.

The first trail was built in the early 1970’s and was named the George
B. Will Ski trail in honor of an early forest ranger who skied the Black
Forest as early as 1914. His wife, Ruth, ‘manned’ the area fire tower for
over 40 years, and has a trail named after her, as well.

Today, approximately 40 miles of trails exist in Tiadaghton State Forest,
in addition to the Pine Creek Rail Trail. Statewide, more than 3000 miles
of skiing can be found on designated trails and accessible roads throughout
our 2.2 million acres of state forest.

Sources: Tiadaghton State Forest Ski Trail Maps; This story is part of NPR’s audio 
history, “Radio Diaries: Extraordinary Stories of Ordinary Life.”

Francis X. Kennedy 

Article was featured in the 
Pennsylvania Parks and Forests Foundation’s 

Spring 2016 newsletter, Penn Stewards.
www.PaParksAndForests.org
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