erhapsl've watched too many old movies. but to me. the best place tocapture
the Christmas·spirit is on the East Coast. How can you not get inlo the holiday
luood when snowflakes fall softly 011 Colonial houses. ice skaters in earmuffs.
glide. over frozen ponds and candles flicker in church windows below tall
steeples?
When my husband Jim and I had an opportunity
to make a circular driving
tour through New York. Rhode Island and Connecticut last year, I was ready to
go. Yeti wondered if I would. in fact, find the idyllic scenes from my imagination.
First stop for us
was the island of
Manhattan in New
York
City-big,
noisy,crowded
and
lavishly decorated.
Buildings
are
wrapped in gigantic ribbons to look
like packages.
A
giant
twinkling
snowflake
hangs
over the intersection
of
Fifth
Avenue and 57th
Street.
Elaborate
window displays at
Saks FifthAvenue,
Bloomingdale's
and Macy's aUract
long lines of people
waiting for a c1oseuplook.
The train exhibit at tbe CitiGroup Center in New York City is a popular
One of the most
attraction.
festive
areas
is
Rockefeller Center
on Fifth Avenue, with i.tsgigantic Christmas tree twinkling behind the gold statue of Prometheus
and skaters circling an ice rink below. Hundreds of visitors
stand on the stairs and terraces around the rink, greatly outnumbering
the
skaters. However, when one of the skaters drops down to one knee in the center of the ice, everyone knows what that means. An engagement!
People cheer
loudly as the future bride looks stunned.
By staying at the comfortable, newly redesigned Hilton New York Hotel on
the Avenue of the Americas, we find we are within walking distance of many

tourist attractions. We walk to Radio City MusicHalitosee
the Rockettes high-kick their way through spectacular
musical numbers. We have a memorable
lunch at Tavern on the Green restaurant, known more for its over-the-top holiday decor than its cutting-edge
cuisine. And we even hike across town to the
Citigroup Center for an amazing model train exhibit that duplicates the cities
and towns of New York State duringa bygone era.
Best of all, it snows during our visit,and the city resembles a picture postcard
for a shoTt time before cars and taxis turn the snow into slippery slush.
With Christmas in New York City surpassing our expectations, we head next
to Newport, RI,to vIew the famous mansions of the GildedAge,
decorated in
full holiday regalia. I'm amazed at how many events are scheduled in the town
for the (Tlonth of December, from train rides to house tours to concerts to elegant dinners.
Since our time is lim.ited., we decide to tour only two mansions. The first is the
palatial Marble House, built in 1892 for William K. Vanderbilt and his wife,Alva.
My vision of the family spending the holidays in Newport is crushed, however,
when our guide declares that no New York family ever traveled to Newport in wintertime.There
were too many balls and social engagements
to attend in the city.
Consequently, all the mansions were closed forthe season, and the elaborate decorations we were seeing are the creations of talented modem interior designers.
The second house, Beechwood, once owned by the Astors, is not as impres-
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No Christmas in New York City is complete without a visit to
Rockefeller Center and its famous ice skating rink.

The second house, Beechwood,
once owned by theAstors,is not as
impressive as the 70-room Marble
House. However, in an entertaining living history presentation,
actors portray the Astor family..
celebrating a Victorian Christmas.
They chat, flirt, play parlor games,
sing and dance. I'm even asked to
waltz with one of the actors even
though I'm terribly underdressed
for the occasion. Mrs. Astor, I fear,
would not have been pleased.
We stay that evening in an 1858
Victorian, one of three luxury inns
called Pearls of Newport. Located
next to one another within walkingdistance of downtown Newport, the inns combine classical
architecture with luxurious decor
and modern amenities.
Next we drive to Litchfield Hills
in northwest
Connecticut,
a
favorite weekend destination for
New Yorkers. The rolling countryside·is known for its charming villages, full of high-end antique
shops located in Colonial houses or
renovated barns. We stay at the
Cornucopia at Oldfield B&B in
Southbury, a picturesque two-story
wooden house built in 1818. The
original owner was John Moseley,
the first town clerk of Southbury
and a state representative.
The current innkeepers, Christine and Ed Edelson, proudly show
off the unique features of the
house, including the Keeping
Room where 19th-century families
cooked, ate, read and relaxed in
front of an ever-burning fireplace.
The Edelsons serve wine and
cheese in front of this fireplace,as
well as a delicious country breakfast in the formal dining room.
After checking out antique
shops and the most photographed
church in Connecticut (the Litchfield Congregational Church has a
tall steeple but, alas, no candles in

the windows), we drive to the town
of Bethlehem to see their famous
post office.While we're too late for
their Christmas Town Festival,
held the first Friday and Saturday
of December, the post office is full
of customers, all eager to s'tamp
their holiday greeting cards with
one of many specially designed
rubber stamps reading, "From the
Little Town of Bethlehem."
Our next stop is The Silo and
Hunt Hill Farm, home of Ruth and
the late Skitch Henderson, who
was the conductor of the New
York Pops. Buildings on their
property now house an art gallery,
cooking school,country store and
the Skitch Henderson Museum.
It's not unusual to see Ruth Henderson chatting with visitors and
explaining how the farm found
these world travelers.
Before our departure, we attend
Vespers at the Abbey of Regina
Laudis, a contemplative female
Benedictine monastery located on
a400-acre farm in Bethlehem.I'm
reminded of the singing nuns in
The Sound of Music ..However,
these 40 nuns sing the mass and full
divine office in Latin, retaining the
Gregorian chant.
This year, their famous 18thcentury Neapolitan creche is on
display again after three years of
restoration work done by conservators from the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York. The
68 figures in the Nativity scene are
dressed as merchants, peddlers
and peasants in their original 18thcentury costumes.
While it didn't snow in either
the Litchfield Hills or Newport,
the magic of the Christmas season
was very much present.
Ludmilla Alexander is a freelance travel writer based in Saratoga. She can be reached at ludmillaa@aol.com.

