
Wine, wine, wine—more precisely: winery, winery, winery—there’s no end 

to either one in the Finger Lakes region of central New York State. And, though in 

June 2008 we didn’t begin 

to get to all of the winer-

ies, or even most of them, 

we did sample them thor-

oughly. 

 But, before we get to 

the tasting rooms, a word 

about the trip itself and the 

way this report differs 

from ones we’ve written 

earlier.

We shaped our itinerary around an Elderhostel program at a conference center 

near Watkins Glen that was billed as a Finger Lakes “Sampler” designed to intro-

duce participants to the region. But the trip actually began for us at the Biltmore 

mansion in Asheville, NC.

The grounds of Biltmore, the largest residential palace in the United States, 

once a farmstead, now include beautifully maintained forests, groomed gardens, 

hotel, winery, and restaurants—all centered around the Vanderbilt mansion. When 

we walked from the parking lot through the forest we caught our first sight of the 

turrets of Biltmore—designed to echo European chateaux.

The approach to the mansion is along a grand walk with water gardens to one 

side, which we visited after touring the structure itself. Once inside, we made our 

way from floor to floor, upstairs and downstairs, inspecting various of the 400 

rooms.  Photography was prohibited, so you will have to take our word that each 

room in this museum of a house is a unity that showcases a fine ensemble of his-

toric furnishings, fabrics, and art works. Some rooms represent a particular historic 

era down to the littlest detail.

Visitors circle around the great garden room under its glass roof, and then enter 

the huge dining room, which rivals the dining room at Hearst Castle in California. 

The Vanderbilt dining room has two grand fireplaces at one end. From there, wind-

ing stairs lead to the various sleeping and sitting rooms. Many bathrooms feature 

bathtubs and toilets with running water, but no wash basins, since it was assumed 
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that domestics would appear with pitchers of hot water. This was one of the first 

grand buildings to be fully electrified when it was built between 1888 and 1895. 

We enjoyed seeing how female domestics had lived in austere dormitory rooms 

in the attic; male servants were housed in the basement. Male guests, however, had 

their own floor with a large lounge.   

The basement holds several kitchens, designated for grilling meat, baking pies, 

and so on. Amidst these functional rooms we saw a room with a Rube Goldberg 

contraption that at first resembled a kind of furnace, but was actually designed to 

pump air to the pipe organ on the floor above. This was not a Levitt house!

Once outside, our real adventures began. 

While we were seated on the loggia, 17-year 

locusts, whose ringing serenade we had 

heard while walking through the forest to 

reach Biltmore, dropped around us.  Two of 

them, captured in an empty water bottle, be-

came subjects for pencil drawings later.

Next to the loggia, down some steps, we 

found the splendid water garden, with huge 

ponds filled with many kinds of water lilies 

and, particularly exciting to us, papyrus 

growing everywhere.

Our interest in papyrus peaked during 

our recent Egyptian trip. Now we were find-

ing our Egypt in Asheville.

Leaving Asheville, we drove on the Blue 

Ridge Parkway, winding our way north to 
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New York State. This was an extremely pleasant drive, even though for a while it 

seemed to be a series of detours interrupted by the Blue Ridge Parkway!   Stops in-

cluded a regional arts and crafts center. At another stop we found a perfect studio, 

but it was a curio shop. A third, 

the Cone Mansion (right), was 

a rambling white frame family 

home with cozy rooms, quite 

the opposite of aristocratic 

Biltmore. Here we were struck 

by a glass lotus fountain. 

Again, we were finding our 

Egypt.

Elderhostel

We reluctantly left the 

Parkway and drove through 

Pennsylvania to just over the 

New York border near Corning. From there it was on to join the Elderhostel pro-

gram at Watson Homestead, a complex built 

by Thomas J. Watson of IBM fame, that is sur-

rounded by 600 acres Watson bought and pre-

served. His Homestead was rebuilt after a fire, 

but the nearby little red school house he at-

tended remains as it always was.

 The group—two dozen strong—assembled 

in the huge dining area of the rambling lodge 

for the first of a series of meals that can best 

be described as wholesome home cooking. 

 The Watson Homestead, where the guest 

rooms were comfortable and utterly quiet, 
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showcases an important bronze 

sculpture by Frederic Remington, 

entitled “Coming Through the Rye.” 

(See below for another Remington 

sculpture at the Rockwell Museum 

of Western Art in Corning.)

The program consisted of a series 

of lectures—the geology of the Fin-

ger Lakes, the Iroquois Confederacy, 

Glenn Curtis, Corning Glass—before 

and after which we engaged our fel-

low students in conversations that 

were occasionally enlightening. The 

lectures were arranged to provide informa-

tion about the locations we were to visit, 

transported in a luxurious school bus. 

 The three wineries included in the Elder-

hostel program gave us our initial taste of 

what we were to experience in the few ex-

tra days we alloted ourselves to visit more 

than ten tasting rooms on Keuka, Seneca, 

and Cayuga Lakes. 

It is now time to point out how this report differs from our other reports. Every-

thing from here on is “reported” in pictures. There inevitably are a few captions but 

otherwise the pictures tell the tale. 

So raise a glass of Riesling or Pinot Noir from the Finger Lakes as you travel 

with us through these photographic memories.
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Hammondsport, NY
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The June Bug
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Hammondsport
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Rockwell 

Museum of  

Western Art

                      

Remington

Russell

Corning, NY
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As Seen from the Windows of 

The Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art

Cornell University, Ithaca, NY
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Wineries
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And now, a last look around the Finger Lakes . . . .
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