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HOW TO MESS UP A TOWN

aratoga Springs, in upstate New York, where I live, calls itself a

officially, but possesses th¢ qualities that most visitors would as--
g sociate with the term small town. In many ways it is as-near to being
; classic an American small town as a town could be—given my pre-
-iglil'éctions-, that is why I chose to settle here twenty years ago. Its
 commercial life is concentrated on a typical main street, called Broad-
here. There are many graceful, tree-lined streets of old houses,
§ some of them quite grand. Until recently, the town had a palpable edge

e at.which development ended and true open countryside began.

B Saratoga is best known nowadays for its racetrack, but the town has
g:been a resort for two centuries. The mineral springs first brought it
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frenown as a watering hole after the American Revolution. It was es-
. . o a sy . _ :

§becially popular with southern families seeking to escape the heat and
3 2 .

¥summer plagues of their home country. Following the Civil War, it
g flowered as the East’s preeminent high society playground, attracting
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the new class of northern industrial millionaires who built fantastic
;Eottages” (mansions), and spent the bright summer days tirelessly
?tading their wealth, and their marriageable daughters, about town. It
fhoasted two of the largest hotels in the world of that time, the Grand
_‘__:_nion and the United States, behemoths with hundreds of rooms and
feargantuan porches. Gambling was centered in Richard Canfield’s ele-
Buant Renaissance Revival casino. - | o

& During the 1920s, as a result of prohibition, gambling (and with it
nnkmg) was dispersed to the woodsy hinterlands of town—a move
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courts for ten years to.decline the honor of having a mall built on the
~edge of town. I _ S

~ -Above and beyond this welter of real estate machinations, one thing
- was clear: there weren’t enough shoppers in Saratoga Springs and its
surrounding towns—Wilton included—to keep two malls in business.
‘There was no question that Wilmorite went into this project knowing

that in-order to succeed they would have to poach customers from

elsewhere. Like any business venture, it was a gamble. The rule of
‘thumb in the mall-building game was that you had to look good on day
one and make money for the next three years, then sell off the unbun-
dled real estate rights, take your profit, and move on to the next project.
If the economy chugged along and the price of gas remained stable so
that people could drive any distance to buy a pair of Reeboks, the
scheme had a good chance to succeed. The sheer novelty of a shiny new
mall would probably suffice to bring those customers in for three years.

Except just as the new mall opened, a combination of forces was

gathering to flush the U.S. economy down the toilet. As I write, the

first mall is gradually being taken over by marginal enterprises selling

joke T-shirts, Asian knickknacks, and the like. In its second year, the

new mall is operating at 64 percent occupancy. Just after Christmas of
1992, one of its three anchor stores went bankrupt and closed. '

MIT economist Lester Thurow summarized the eighties boom nicely:
““We borrowed a trillion dollars from the Japanese and threw a party.””
Now you could add to that heap of debt the $500 billion price tag on the

Savings and Loan bailout, and throw in-another trillion in yearly federal
budget deficits accrued since Thurow made his remark—the Bush ad-

ministration looked more and more like a case of fiscal delirium tre- -

‘mens. On top of this, you might also figure in the looming costs of
global warming, and the long-term consequences it augured for the
national lifestyle. And, of course, sooner or later the price of petroleum

was apt to destabilize again. Hence, the overall prospect seemed dim

that Americans might continue to afford an economy based on people
endlessly driving around, buying smurfs and Michael Jackson posters.

‘146



