the catskills resorts history

The Catskills Resorts History: A Legacy of Leisure and
Transformation

The Catskills resorts history is a captivating narrative of a region that transformed from a pastoral
retreat to a vibrant vacation destination, attracting millions seeking respite and recreation. This
detailed exploration delves into the evolution of the Catskills as a premier resort area, examining its
golden age, the influx of diverse communities, and its resurgence in the modern era. We will uncover
the factors that contributed to its initial boom, the iconic establishments that defined its character,
and the cultural shifts that shaped its enduring appeal. From its humble beginnings to its current
status as a sought-after destination, understanding the Catskills resorts history offers a unique
perspective on American leisure and cultural development.
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The Early Days: From Agricultural Roots to Summer
Retreats

Before the era of grand hotels and bustling resorts, the Catskills region was primarily known for its
agricultural productivity and stunning natural beauty. Farmers and landowners began to open their
homes to summer visitors seeking to escape the sweltering heat of New York City. These early
accommodations were modest, often boarding houses and farm stays, offering simple pleasures like
fresh air, home-cooked meals, and the tranquility of the mountains. As word spread about the region's
charm, the demand for lodging grew, laying the groundwork for more formal establishments. The



natural allure of the Catskills, with its rolling hills, dense forests, and pristine lakes, proved to be an
irresistible draw for city dwellers looking for an accessible escape.

The Golden Age: The Era of Grand Hotels and Jewish
Vacationers

The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked the true Golden Age of Catskills resorts, an era often
synonymous with the "Borscht Belt." This period witnessed the construction of magnificent, sprawling
hotels designed to cater to a burgeoning clientele, predominantly Jewish families from New York City
and surrounding urban areas. These hotels offered a comprehensive vacation experience,
encompassing luxurious accommodations, gourmet dining, diverse entertainment, and a strong sense
of community. The term "Borscht Belt" itself highlights the cultural significance of these resorts,
referencing the Eastern European culinary influences that became a hallmark of the dining
experience. The abundance of kosher cuisine and the emphasis on Yiddish entertainment further
cemented the unique cultural identity of these establishments. This era was characterized by a
vibrant social scene, with orchestras, dancing, theatrical performances, and a general atmosphere of
joyous celebration.

The Appeal of the Borscht Belt

The appeal of the Borscht Belt was multifaceted. For many Jewish families, it offered a rare
opportunity to vacation in a welcoming and culturally affirming environment, free from the
antisemitism prevalent in other resort areas at the time. The resorts provided a space where
traditions could be maintained, and a sense of belonging was fostered. Furthermore, the amenities
offered were second to none. Elaborate swimming pools, golf courses, tennis courts, and meticulously
landscaped grounds provided ample opportunities for recreation. The entertainment programs were
particularly noteworthy, featuring prominent comedians, musicians, and performers who would later
achieve national fame. This blend of cultural comfort, recreational opportunities, and high-quality
entertainment made the Borskill Belt a highly desirable destination.

Key Establishments of the Golden Age

Numerous resorts became legendary during this period. Among the most famous were The Concord,
Grossinger's, The Nevele, and Kutsher's Country Club. These establishments were more than just
hotels; they were self-contained villages offering a complete vacation experience. They boasted vast
dining rooms that could seat thousands, impressive entertainment venues, and a wide array of
activities. The sheer scale and ambition of these resorts were a testament to their popularity and the
significant economic impact they had on the region. The architecture itself often reflected a sense of
grandeur, with ornate ballrooms and elegant lobbies designed to impress guests.

The Rise of Bungalows and the Rise of a Unique Culture

While the grand hotels dominated the landscape, another significant development in the Catskills



resorts history was the rise of bungalow colonies. These communities offered a more intimate and
communal vacation experience, often catering to families and groups of friends. Bungalows provided
a sense of home away from home, allowing vacationers to cook their own meals and enjoy a more
relaxed pace. The bungalow colonies fostered a unique social dynamic, with shared activities,
community events, and a strong sense of neighborly connection. This alternative to the large hotels
allowed for a different kind of Catskills experience, one that emphasized personal interaction and a
more laid-back atmosphere.

Community and Connection in Bungalow Colonies

The bungalow colonies became melting pots of culture and camaraderie. Residents would often
engage in communal barbecues, children would play together freely, and evenings were filled with
shared conversations and laughter. This fostered a deep sense of community that extended beyond
the summer months, with many vacationers returning year after year, forming lasting friendships. The
informal nature of bungalow living allowed for a more authentic and personal connection with the
Catskills environment and its people.

Diversification and Evolution: Beyond the Borscht Belt

As the mid-20th century progressed, the Catskills resort landscape began to diversify. While the
Borscht Belt remained a powerful force, other types of resorts and attractions emerged, catering to a
broader range of interests. This included more family-oriented resorts, nature lodges, and
destinations focused on outdoor activities like hiking and fishing. The advent of increased automobile
ownership and affordable air travel also began to shift vacationing patterns, leading to new
challenges and opportunities for the Catskills. The region adapted, seeking to maintain its relevance
in a changing travel market.

The Impact of Changing Travel Trends

The rise of mass tourism and the increasing affordability of air travel meant that Americans had more
options for their vacations. While the Catskills retained its charm, it faced competition from
destinations further afield. The region's ability to adapt and offer new experiences became crucial.
This led to a greater emphasis on year-round tourism, promoting winter sports and outdoor
adventures in addition to the traditional summer offerings. The development of ski resorts, for
instance, significantly broadened the appeal of the Catskills.

The Modern Catskills: A Resurgence of Charm and
Adventure

In recent decades, the Catskills have experienced a significant resurgence, attracting a new
generation of visitors alongside those who remember its past glory. This modern era is characterized
by a blend of nostalgia and innovation. Boutique hotels, farm-to-table restaurants, craft breweries,
and a thriving arts scene have breathed new life into the region. The appeal now extends beyond



traditional resort-goers to include urban dwellers seeking an authentic, nature-infused escape,
wellness enthusiasts, and adventure seekers. The focus has shifted towards experiential travel,
celebrating the natural beauty and unique cultural heritage of the Catskills.

Embracing Nature and Outdoor Activities

The natural splendor of the Catskills remains a primary draw. Hiking trails, scenic drives, kayaking on
pristine rivers, and exploring charming small towns are now central to the visitor experience. The
Catskills Park, with its vast protected wilderness, offers unparalleled opportunities for outdoor
recreation. This renewed emphasis on nature aligns with contemporary travel trends that prioritize
sustainability and connection with the environment. The region has successfully leveraged its natural
assets to attract a diverse clientele.

The New Wave of Hospitality

The new wave of hospitality in the Catskills is marked by a commitment to local character and
personalized service. Independent hotels and inns often feature unique designs, locally sourced
amenities, and a focus on creating authentic guest experiences. This contrasts with the more
standardized offerings of earlier eras, providing a more curated and memorable stay. The burgeoning
culinary scene, with its emphasis on fresh, regional ingredients, further enhances the appeal of the
modern Catskills.

Iconic Resorts and Their Enduring Legacies

While many of the grand hotels of the Borscht Belt era are no longer in operation, their legacies
continue to influence the region's identity. Places like Grossinger's, though no longer functioning as a
resort, are still remembered fondly and feature prominently in cultural discussions and historical
accounts of the Catskills. The architectural remnants and the stories associated with these iconic
establishments contribute to the rich tapestry of the Catskills resorts history. The memory of these
places serves as a reminder of a unique cultural moment and the significant role they played in
shaping American leisure and entertainment.

Preserving the Past, Inspiring the Future

Efforts to preserve the history and architectural heritage of the Catskills are ongoing. Museums,
historical societies, and community initiatives work to document and share the stories of the region's
past. This preservation not only honors the memory of former resorts but also provides valuable
context for understanding the present-day transformation of the Catskills. The lessons learned from
the past inform the development of new ventures, ensuring that the region's unique character is
maintained while embracing future possibilities.



The Economic and Cultural Impact of Catskills Resorts

The Catskills resorts have had a profound and lasting impact on the economic and cultural landscape
of the region and beyond. For decades, they were a major economic engine, providing employment
for thousands and stimulating local businesses. The influx of visitors brought significant revenue,
supporting a vibrant community. Culturally, the resorts served as a vital incubator for talent,
launching the careers of many renowned entertainers and comedians. They also fostered a unique
cultural fusion, blending traditions and creating a distinct Catskills identity that continues to resonate
today. The enduring allure of the Catskills resorts history lies in its ability to capture a significant
chapter of American social and cultural evolution.

Frequently Asked Questions

What era is considered the '‘Golden Age' of Catskills resorts,
and what contributed to its popularity?

The 'Golden Age' of Catskills resorts is generally considered to be from the late 1940s through the
1960s. This period saw a boom in popularity due to several factors: increased disposable income and
leisure time post-WWII, the rise of the automobile making travel more accessible, and the resorts
offering an all-inclusive vacation experience with entertainment, dining, and activities, attracting a
large Jewish clientele seeking an alternative to the '‘Borscht Belt' culture of other regions.

How did the decline of the Catskills resorts' popularity begin,
and what were the primary causes?

The decline began in the late 1960s and accelerated through the 1970s and 1980s. Key causes
include: the rise of affordable air travel to destinations like Florida and the Caribbean, changing
vacation preferences towards more international and independent travel, increased competition from
other entertainment venues, and the aging infrastructure of many older resorts that struggled to
modernize and compete with newer, more contemporary options.

What role did Jewish culture and traditions play in the
development and appeal of Catskills resorts?

Jewish culture was foundational to the Catskills resort experience. Many early resorts were
established by Jewish entrepreneurs catering to Jewish families seeking a vacation free from the anti-
Semitism prevalent in other areas. This led to kosher dining, Yiddish entertainment, religious services,
and a strong sense of community. The 'Borscht Belt' became synonymous with this vibrant cultural
hub, offering a unique blend of relaxation and cultural identity.

Are there any remaining or revitalized Catskills resorts that
still evoke the spirit of their historical predecessors?

Yes, while many iconic resorts are gone, there are efforts to revitalize the area. Some newer resorts
and boutique hotels are drawing inspiration from the past, focusing on wellness, nature, and a



nostalgic atmosphere. Additionally, historical societies and preservation groups are working to
document and honor the rich history of the Catskills resorts, with some former sites being repurposed
or preserved as historical landmarks or museums.

What kind of entertainment was famously offered at Catskills
resorts during their heyday?

The entertainment was a huge draw. Catskills resorts were famous for showcasing top-tier comedians,
musicians, Broadway performers, and magicians. Many legendary entertainers got their start or
honed their craft in the Catskills' showrooms. Beyond stage shows, activities included swimming,
tennis, golf, ballroom dancing, and organized social events, all contributing to a lively and engaging
vacation experience.

What impact did the Catskills resorts have on the broader
entertainment industry, particularly in comedy?

The Catskills resorts served as a crucial incubator for stand-up comedy. The demand for nightly
entertainment meant that comedians performed frequently, developing their material and stage
presence. Many iconic comedians, such as Mel Brooks, Jerry Lewis, and Joan Rivers, gained significant
experience and exposure in the Catskills, contributing to the evolution of modern stand-up comedy
and shaping its style and themes.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Catskills resort history, each with a short description:

1. The Borscht Belt: Rediscovering America's Lost Jewish Resort Country

This book delves into the golden age of the Catskills resorts, a vibrant hub for Jewish families seeking
leisure and cultural experiences in the mid-20th century. It explores the unique atmosphere, the
entertainment that defined the era, and the legacy of these once-thriving destinations. Through
personal anecdotes and historical accounts, readers are transported back to a time of community,
laughter, and the distinctive charm of the Borscht Belt.

2. Grand Hotels of the Catskills: A Pictorial Journey Through a Bygone Era

A visually rich exploration of the architectural grandeur and social significance of the Catskills' famed
grand hotels. This book showcases stunning historical photographs, offering a glimpse into the
opulent lobbies, sprawling grounds, and lively social scenes of these iconic establishments. It details
the rise and fall of these resorts, highlighting their role as vital centers of American leisure and
hospitality.

3. Jewish Summer Resorts in the Catskills: A Story of Migration and Leisure

This title focuses on the specific development and impact of Jewish-owned and operated resorts
within the Catskills region. It examines the socio-economic forces that led to their establishment, the
community they fostered, and the cultural traditions that flourished on their grounds. The book
illuminates how these resorts provided a sanctuary and a place of belonging for Jewish Americans.

4. Laughter in the Mountains: The Catskills as a Comedy Mecca
This book examines the profound connection between the Catskills resorts and the development of



American stand-up comedy. It highlights the numerous comedians who honed their craft in the resort
bungalows and entertainment halls, creating a breeding ground for talent. Readers will discover the
stories behind iconic performers and the unique environment that shaped the landscape of modern
comedy.

5. The Mountain House: A Catskills Landmark and Its Legacy

This focused study centers on the history of a specific, prominent Catskills resort, often a microcosm
of the broader resort experience. It traces the evolution of the Mountain House from its early days to
its eventual decline, exploring the changes in tourism, social trends, and the local economy. The book
offers a detailed narrative of how one resort reflected and influenced the region's history.

6. Shtetl in the Catskills: The Rise and Fall of an American Jewish Community

This title explores the broader social and cultural history of Jewish life in the Catskills, with a particular
emphasis on the resort communities. It details the establishment of summer colonies and villages, the
development of social institutions, and the vibrant cultural life that characterized these areas. The
book paints a vivid picture of a unique American Jewish experience forged in the mountains.

7. Catskills Country: A Journey Through New York's Mountain Retreat

While broader in scope, this book dedicates significant attention to the history and impact of the
Catskills resorts on the region's identity. It explores the economic, social, and environmental
transformations brought about by the influx of visitors and the development of the resort industry.
The narrative connects the famed hotels and bungalows to the natural beauty and cultural heritage of
the Catskills.

8. The Bungalow Colonies of the Catskills: A Social History

This book specifically investigates the unique phenomenon of bungalow colonies, a distinct form of
Catskills resort living. It delves into the appeal of these more intimate, communal vacation spaces and
the social dynamics that played out within them. The title provides insights into the daily lives,
traditions, and community bonds forged by residents of these popular vacation enclaves.

9. Echoes of the Borscht Belt: Stories from the Catskills Resorts

This collection of oral histories and personal narratives brings the history of the Catskills resorts to life
through the voices of those who experienced them. It gathers firsthand accounts from former guests,
resort owners, entertainers, and staff, offering a mosaic of memories and reflections. The book
captures the enduring spirit and the often poignant tales of this iconic chapter in American vacation
history.
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