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By Richard Levy and Mary 
Keon

British and 
American forces clashed 
twice in the Battle of 
Saratoga, and during the 

second engagement, on October 7th, 
American Generals Benedict Arnold 
and Horatio Gates defeated General 
Burgoyne, who surrendered ten days 
later. This historic victory is considered 
the “turning point of the war,” for it con-
vinced the French to enter the war in 
support of the colonies, without whose 
help, we might still be speaking with a 
British accent. 

History does not record what 
General Burgoyne thought of the 
waters at Saratoga, only that here he 
drank from the bitter cup of defeat, but 
vacationers have traveled to Saratoga 
Springs to “Take the waters,” for more 
than 150 years. However, natural 
mineral waters are only the tip of the 
iceberg of what makes Saratoga Springs 
so extraordinary. Many other attractions 
keep visitors returning year after year. 

The historic and beautiful Saratoga 
Racetrack is the oldest track and the first 
sports venue in the country. Saratoga 
has been equally famous for horserac-
ing ever since it opened in 1854. Man 
O’War, Seabiscuit and Gallant Fox, 
who was upset by a 100-1 shot “Jim 
Dandy” all raced on this historic track 
and scenes for the 2003 film, Seabiscuit 
were shot here. Though I have never 
been a horse racing fan or a gambler, 
the ambiance of the majestic thor-
oughbreds, the proud jockeys and the 
colorful crowd captivates me. As a result, 
whenever I’m up here, I absolutely 
must “go racing,” the refined folks of 

Saratoga’s term for going to the track. 
The Canfield Casino and Raceway,”* 
now a National Historic Landmark, is 
nearby and features harness racing along 
with 2000 state of the art slot machines. 

If you plan to be “off to the races” 
at Saratoga, do dress up when visiting 
The Saratoga Racetrack; it is expected 
and ladies, large floppy hats have been in 
style here for the past 150 years. 

Richard’s Wagering for Dummies 
Advice, for what it is worth, and 
provided for entertainment purposes 
only  is as follows: 1) Ignore all of the 
facts in the Racing Program about 
a horse’s last performance. 2) Bet on 
horses with the most “catchy” names. 3) 
Bet on horses that are “long shots” with 
odds of 20-1 or higher. 4) Bet on horses 
wearing your “lucky number”.  You can 
bet just $2.00 on a race and have a lot 
of fun rooting for your horse. Opening 
Day is July 24, 2105 and Closing Day 
is September 7, 2015 and Tuesdays are 
“Dark” (no racing). The “Travers Stakes,” 
the oldest and most revered by racing 
aficionados is August 29th. The gates 
open at 11AM and the first race com-
mences at 1PM.

Have an unconventional breakfast 
at the track between 7-9 AM, where 
you can watch the horses going through 
their morning workouts while the track 
announcer delivers his astute commen-
tary. You can also enjoy a picnic on the 
lawn or “apron of the track” one after-
noon. Watch the races on monitors as 
the jockeys lead their horses past you 
on the track and wish them luck!  You 
will find all you need for a picnic lunch 
at The Putnam Market, considered by 
food critics to be the best food market 
between New York and Montreal. 

Though a variety of delicious meals can 
be had at the track, I religiously pick 
up a bucket of fried chicken at Hattie’s 
Chicken Shack stand right outside 
the track. (Hattie bested no less a chef 
than Bobbie Flay in a FoodNetwork 
Throwdown: http://www.foodnetwork.
com/recipes/hatties-southern-fried-
chicken-recipe.html) 

Saratoga Springs is the summer 
home of the New York City Ballet as 
well as the Philadelphia Philharmonic. 
Opera Saratoga and The Saratoga 
Shakespeare Company are local insti-
tutions. Jazz and Rock Concerts are 
presented throughout the summer. The 
country’s only National Museum of 
Dance Hall of Fame is also in Saratoga, 
as is the Saratoga History Museum, 
the Automobile Museum and the 
Children’s Museum. Call the Saratoga 
Performing Arts Center (SPAC) for 
reservations as soon as you have con-
firmed your travel dates. Sit inside or 
picnic on the lawn as you gaze up at the 
stars, as I prefer. 

Barhyte’s Tavern, where Edgar 

Allen Poe is rumored to have written at 
least part of the hypnotic Raven, once 
stood on the site of the present Yaddo 
artist’s community, a 400 acre estate 
that has nurtured writers who collec-
tively have won “71 Pulitzer Prizes, 29 
MacArthur Fellowships, 68 National 
Book Awards, 42 National Book Critics 
Awards, 108 Rome Prizes, 52 Whiting 
Writer’s Awards and A Nobel Prize 
for Literature (Saul Bellow, 1976).” 
John Cheever was an artist in residence 
here, as were James Baldwin, Leonard 
Bernstein, Lanston Hughes, Sylvia 
Plath, Katherine Ann Porter, Mario 
Puzo, Aaron Copeland and Truman 
Capote. * yaddo.org

The city boasts 10 golf courses, two 
fabulous natural mineral bath houses, 
micro breweries and wineries. Take the 
two-mile walking tour of Saratoga’s 
grand old neighborhoods filled with 
elegant Victorian homes. Adirondack 
hiking trails are nearby for a more chal-
lenging trek. (Visit the tourist office in 
town for a map.) Don’t feel like a hike? 
You can take a Hot Air Balloon ride 

over the Adirondacks. 
Grecian pavilions and Italian 

gardens dot the landscape at Congress 
Park which also featuring sculptures 
by Daniel Chester French and Bertel 
Thorvaldsen. Don’t miss the amusing 
“Spic and Spac” fountains, where 
sculptures of two young men spit huge 
streams of water across a huge fountain. 

You can spend the day at Saratoga 
Lake boating and fishing, then dine 
at night at Saratoga’s world-class res-
taurants that are on par with the finest 
you’ll find in Manhattan. The city is also 
full of colorful, historic pubs and taverns. 
Book lovers should head straight for the 
Lyrical Bookstore housing a collection 
of 100,000 books, prints and maps is the 
8-room store.  

When I visit Saratoga Springs, I 
usually “take the waters” every day and 
my favorite is the Roosevelt Baths, 
at now operated by Delaware North 
Companies Parks and Resorts, opera-
tors also of the Gideon Putnam Hotel. 
I fill up the bath to the brim and soak 
for at least an hour. Within a short time, 
I lose myself, leaving all of my stress 
and anxiety behind. Between soaking, 
splashing and sipping bottles of various 
Saratoga mineral waters, one feels both 
mellow and exhilarated at the same 
time. If nothing else enticed me, I would 
make pilgrimages to Saratoga just to 
enjoy the water.  If your budget permits, 
a half hour massage following a soak in 
the water is the “icing on the cake.”

The historic Gideon Putnam Hotel 
is my favorite place to stay in Saratoga. 
Located inside beautiful Congress 
Park, this 70 year-old Georgian style 
building is the “Grand Old Lady of 
Saratoga. A shuttle is available to town 
and to the racetrack, as well as to nearby 
Roosevelt Baths and taxi service is avail-
able between the train station and the 
hotel, so you really can get by without a 
car. The historic Saratoga Arms Hotel, 
located right in town is another great 
choice. 

Golfers will be at home at the 
Saratoga National Golf Club, named 
2005 Golf Course of the Year by 
the National Golf Course Owners 
Association. Also plan some time on 
the greens at the lovely and challenging 
Saratoga Spa Golf Course, a 7100-yard 
course surrounded by towering pines. 

Among my favorite restaurants here 
is The Mouzon House, located in an old 
Victorian Mansion. The Bouillabaise 
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Saratoga Springs

is amazing. I also enjoy the entrees 
served up by Maestro’s at the Van Dam 
and Boca Bistro, a Spanish Bistro and 
Tappas Bar. The Duck Reuben at the 
Merry Monk is outrageous and Sperrys 
has a wonderful seafood menu along 
with assorted selections from the grill. 
PJ’s BBQ is famous for Saratoga Fries: 
crispy fried potatoe chips smothered 
in melted cheese and sprinkled with 
bacon. Druthers Brewing Company has 
a dozen homemade beers on tap and 
huge sandwiches filled with great stuff. 
Take a coffee break at Mrs. London’s 
Bakery and order one of her legendary 
Almond Croissants.

Downtown Saratoga is a great place 
to stroll anytime of the day, filled with 
charming and chic boutiques, trendy 
antique stores and a wide variety of 
eclectic shops interspersed with lots of 

pubs. 
To get to Saratoga, “you drive north 

for about 175 miles, turn left on Union 

Avenue and go back 100 years,” the 
famed sportswriter Red Smith once 
wrote. It’s actually an easy three-hour 

drive on Interstate 87, approximately 
40 miles north of Albany. If you prefer 
not to drive, Amtrak offers a scenic, 
three-hour train- ride long the Hudson 
River – check the schedule for stops on 
this route at Penn Station, Yonkers or 
Croton-Harmon. Try to sit on the Left 
Side as you travel north for the best river 
views. You can rent a car in Saratoga 
Springs and more car rental options are 
available if you get off at Albany. 

Saratoga is one of the best bets 
you can make for a memorable, invig-
orating and cultural getaway. There 
is no other weekend getaway where 
you can lose yourself in rejuvenating 
mineral baths, wager on thoroughbred 
horses at one of the most incredible 
racetracks in America and enjoy per-
formances by the NYC Ballet or the 
Philadelphia Philharmonic. Maybe 
that’s why Saratoga Springs has been 
one of America’s favorite destinations 
for over one hundred years. And before 
you leave, be sure to stop by The State 

Seal Springs in Saratoga Spa State Park, 
fill up an empty jug or two for free with 
Saratoga’s invigorating natural mineral 
water. And then, you will not only “have 
taken the waters, you’ll also be taking 
them home with you!” 

If You Go:
adkballoonflights.com 
amtrak.com
batchellermansioninn.com
bocabistro.com
Discover Saratoga.com
gideonputnam.com
gideonputnam.com/rooseveltbaths
hattieschickenshacks.com 
maestrosatthevandam.com 
merrymonksaratoga.com 
mouzonhouse.com
nyra.com/saratoga/
pjsbarbq.com
saratogaarms.com
saratogacasino.com
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By John Simon

What I did last 
Summer 

The past can be 
revisited in various spirits. 

Tennessee Williams’s “Glass Menagerie” 
views it as a bittersweet blend of libera-
tion and loss, a symbolic smile through 
tears. In “Ah, Wilderness,” Eugene 
O’Neill, the great, often tragic dramatist, 

wrote his backward look at an imaginary 
boyhood and invented happy family as 
his only comedy in a mood of controlled 
nostalgia and philosophic equanimity.  
In A. R. Gurney’s current “What I Did 
Last Summer,” the past is perceived with 
jovial irony, in a mildly mocking view of 
juvenile brattiness.

Almost all of Gurney’s plays deal 
with his Buffalonian WASP back-
ground, chronicling genteel, upper 

bourgeois lives circumscribed by con-
vention, yet finding a submerged nobility 
both in resignation and in attempted 
transcendence, successful or not.

In this “Last Summer,” it is 1945, and 
Father is a naval officer in the wartime 
South Pacific, while the rest of the family 
are summering in their secondary estival 
residence on the Canadian side of Lake 
Erie. The still young mother, Grace, 
is now in charge of daughter Elsie, 
college bound in the fall, and fourteen-
year-old (autobiographical) Charlie, 

rambunctious and rebellious, trying his 
damnedest to resist schooling of any 
kind. His friends are sixteen-year-old 
Canadian Ted, somewhat more mature, 
and platonic girlfriend, Bonny, daughter 
of respectable neighbors who disap-
prove of Charlie.

Elsie is absorbed in “War and 
Peace,” an assignment she carries with 
her everywhere, and looks down on 
Charlie. Ted and Bonny are both trying 
to grow up despite some bumps in the 
road, while Charlie is a hellion who 

takes revolt to the point of befriending 
Anna Turnbull, the middle-aged, eccen-
tric ex-art teacher, former mistress to a 
rich doctor, alleged descendant of an 
Indian princess, and a raucous outsider.

Known as the Pig Woman, Anna 
is largely shunned by the community, 
about which she, in turn, doesn’t give 
a hoot. For Charlie, she represents 
emancipation, and he persists in trying 
to work for her in any capacity, only to 
be rejected until she discovers some-
thing artistic about his hands. She tries 
to teach him painting or sculpture, for 
neither of which he has the slightest 
talent, although the two of them end up 
hitting it off famously. Defying Grace, 
Charlie leaves home to stay in Anna’s 
barn, doing odd jobs and devouring her 
rowdy anecdotes.

It emerges that Grace, too, was once 
Anna’s pupil, but her marriage brought 
about a parting of the ways, and two 
decades of avoidance. Now, however, 
seeking to retrieve her son, Grace con-
fronts Anna in a scene that doesn’t quite 
rise to the intended climax, despite a 
major revelation.

Gurney tries to get away from 
strict realism. Thus all the characters 
save Ted address the audience in comic 
soliloquies wherein they claim, or in 
one case disavow, that the play is about 
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Kate McGonigle as Elsie & Carolyn McCormick as Grace in the Signature Theatre 
production of  WHAT I DID LAST SUMMER by A. R. Gurney  
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Noah Galvin as Charles & Kristine Nielson as Anna Trumbell in the Signature 
Theatre production of  WHAT I DID LAST SUMMER by A. R. Gurney  
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