The Catskills Resorts History

The Catskills resorts history is a fascinating narrative that intertwines leisure, culture, and the evolution
of American tourism. Nestled in the eastern United States, the Catskill Mountains have long been a
beloved destination for vacationers seeking refuge from the urban hustle of cities like New York and
Philadelphia. Over the years, these resorts have played a pivotal role in shaping regional tourism,
reflecting broader societal changes and the American spirit of leisure. This article delves into the
origins, peak periods, decline, and resurgence of the Catskills resorts, highlighting their significance in

American history.

Origins of the Catskills Resorts

The roots of the Catskills resorts can be traced back to the early 19th century, when the region began

attracting visitors for its natural beauty and fresh air.



Early Influences

- Transportation Developments: The advent of the Erie Canal in 1825 made it easier for people to
travel to the region, leading to increased visitation.
- Health Trends: The 19th century saw a growing belief in the health benefits of fresh air and nature.

Many visitors sought the mountain air as a remedy for ailments such as tuberculosis.

Birth of the Resort Culture

- Establishment of the First Resorts: The first few resorts were modest inns and boarding houses
catering primarily to wealthy urbanites. One of the earliest was the “Kaaterskill Hotel,” opened in the
1820s.

- Cottage Communities: As more visitors flocked to the region, cottage communities began to develop,

where families would rent or build summer homes.

The Golden Age of Catskills Resorts

The late 19th century to the mid-20th century marked the golden age of the Catskills resorts. This era

saw a boom in large, luxurious hotels specifically designed for summer vacations.

Rise of the Grand Hotels

- Architectural Marvels: Resorts like The Concord, Grossinger's, and The Nevele became architectural
landmarks, featuring grand ballrooms, swimming pools, and expansive dining halls.
- All-Inclusive Packages: Many resorts offered all-inclusive packages, which included lodging, meals,

and entertainment, appealing to families and groups.



Social and Cultural Significance

- Jewish Vacationers: The mid-20th century saw a significant influx of Jewish families, particularly from
New York City, leading to the development of many resorts that catered specifically to this
demographic. The Borscht Belt became a popular term describing this region known for its Jewish
resorts.

- Entertainment: Catskills resorts became synonymous with entertainment, hosting famous comedians,
musicians, and performers such as Milton Berle, Joan Rivers, and Woody Allen. The nightlife was

vibrant, featuring talent shows, dance halls, and themed parties.

Activities and Amenities

Guests at Catskills resorts enjoyed a wide variety of activities:

- Outdoor Recreation: Hiking, fishing, and horseback riding were popular pastimes, as the natural
beauty of the mountains provided ample opportunities for exploration.

- Sports Facilities: Many resorts featured golf courses, tennis courts, and swimming pools, promoting a
culture of active leisure.

- Social Gatherings: The communal dining experience fostered social interaction among guests,

creating a strong sense of community.

Decline of the Catskills Resorts

The decline of the Catskills resorts began in the 1960s, influenced by various factors that transformed

vacationing habits in America.



Changing Travel Trends

- Rise of the Suburbs: As families moved to suburban areas, the need for mountain escapes
diminished, and many began favoring beach destinations.
- Air Travel: The increase in affordable air travel opened up new vacation options, leading tourists to

explore distant locales instead of the Catskills.

Economic Factors

- Competition: The Catskills faced stiff competition from emerging
resorts in Florida, the Caribbean, and the West Coast.

- Maintenance Costs: Many of the aging resorts struggled to keep up
with maintenance and modernization, leading to a decline in visitor

numbers.

Impact on Local Communities

The decline of the resorts had significant repercussions for the local

economy and communities:



- Job Losses: Many workers, including seasonal staff, lost their jobs as
resorts closed or downsized.
- Vacant Properties: A number of once-thriving hotels and resorts fell

into disrepair, leading to a decline in property values.

Resurgence and Modern Revival

In recent years, the Catskills have experienced a revival, revitalizing

the region’s tourism industry.

New Trends in Tourism

- Eco-Tourism and Nature Retreats: Modern travelers seek immersive
experiences in nature, leading to a resurgence of interest in the
Catskills as a destination for hiking, mountain biking, and wellness
retreats.

- Culinary Tourism: The farm-to-table movement has gained traction,



attracting food enthusiasts to the region’s burgeoning culinary scene,

with many local farms and restaurants receiving acclaim.

The Role of Arts and Culture

- Artistic Communities: The Catskills have become home to a vibrant
arts community, with galleries, theaters, and festivals that celebrate
local talent.

- Cultural Events: Music festivals, craft fairs, and cultural events are

now common, drawing visitors interested in the arts and local heritage.

Restoration of Historic Properties

- Boutique Hotels and Inns: Many historic properties have been
restored and transformed into boutique hotels, offering a blend of
historical charm and modern amenities.

- Adaptive Reuse: Some abandoned resorts have been creatively



repurposed, turning them into unique venues for events, weddings, and

retreats.

Conclusion

The Catskills resorts history is a testament to the evolving nature of
leisure and tourism in America. From its humble beginnings in the
19th century to its peak during the mid-20th century and subsequent
decline, the region has undergone significant transformations. Today,
the Catskills are redefining themselves once again, balancing their rich
history with modern trends in tourism, culture, and recreation. The
resilience of the Catskills resorts speaks to the enduring appeal of the
mountains, as they continue to attract visitors seeking both relaxation
and adventure in one of America's beloved landscapes. As the region
moves forward, it remains a vital part of the American narrative,
embodying the spirit of exploration and the quest for leisure amidst

nature's beauty.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the significance of the Catskills resorts in American culture

during the mid-20th century?

The Catskills resorts became a cultural hub for Jewish families
escaping urban life, particularly from New York City, during the
mid-20th century. They offered a unique blend of leisure,
entertainment, and community, leading to the development of a
distinct 'Borscht Belt' culture characterized by comedy, music, and

dance.

How did the Catskills resorts contribute to the rise of stand-up

comedy?

The Catskills resorts were instrumental in the rise of stand-up comedy
as they provided a platform for aspiring comedians. Notable figures like
Woody Allen, Joan Rivers, and Jerry Seinfeld performed in these
venues, which helped shape the comedic landscape of America and

popularize the stand-up format.

What led to the decline of the Catskills resorts in the late 20th



century?

The decline of the Catskills resorts can be attributed to various
factors, including the rise of air travel, which made other vacation
destinations more accessible, changing social dynamics, and the shift
in leisure preferences. The introduction of more diverse entertainment

options also contributed to the resorts' diminished popularity.

What architectural styles are commonly found in the historic Catskills

resorts?

Many historic Catskills resorts feature a mix of architectural styles,
including rustic lodge designs, Colonial Revival, and mid-century
modern. These styles reflect the evolution of the region's tourism
industry and its adaptation to changing tastes and social trends over

the decades.

Are there any efforts to preserve the history of Catskills resorts today?

Yes, there are ongoing efforts to preserve the history of the Catskills
resorts through various initiatives, including historical societies,
preservation organizations, and local museums that focus on the
region's Jewish heritage and the impact of the resorts on American
culture. Additionally, some former resort properties have been

repurposed to celebrate their historical significance.
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