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KEY HISTORICAL FIGURES  
 
Spencer Trask (1844 -1909) 
Spencer Trask was a successful New York-based banker and philanthropist who purchased land in 
Saratoga Springs, and built a 400-acre country estate, which became known as Yaddo.  In the early 
1900s, he became active in a movement to save the springs in Saratoga from depletion of carbonic gas, 
extracted by businesses for use in refrigeration and artificial water carbonation.  He successfully lobbied 
the New York State legislature to establish a State Mineral Springs Reservation Commission, tasked 
with protecting the natural springs. He served as the first chairman, and was traveling in December 
1909 to deliver the Commission’s report to the State legislature, when his train crashed, and Trask was 
killed.  The Spirit of Life was erected in his memory. 
 
Katrina Trask (1853 -1922) 
A native of Brooklyn, New York, writer and peace activist Katrina (Nichols) Trask married Spencer 
Trask in 1874.  The couple had four children, each of whom died in infancy.  She published works of 
non-fiction as well as poetry and plays, including “In the Vanguard,” “Mors et Victoria,” “Night and 
Morning,” “King Alfred’s Jewels,” and nativity play, “The Little Town of Bethlehem.”  Following her 
husband’s death in 1909, she remained a resident of Saratoga Springs, and in 1920 married her late 
husband’s former business partner, George Foster Peabody.   
 
George Foster Peabody (1852-1938) 
Businessman, financier, and philanthropist George Foster Peabody was a close friend and business 
partner of Spencer Trask, and following Trask’s death in 1909, assumed leadership of the New York 
State Reservation Commission.  A native of Georgia, he took a deep interest, following the Civil War, 
in the educational advancement of African Americans.  After his marriage to Katrina Trask in 1920, he 
remained a resident of Saratoga Springs, establishing Yaddo, an artists’ and writers’ retreat, in 1926.  In 
1941, the annual “George Foster Peabody Awards” for excellence in radio broadcasting (followed by 
television broadcasting and the World Wide Web content) were established in his honor. 
 
Daniel Chester French (1850-1931) 
Known as the “Dean” of American sculptors, Daniel Chester French, was born in Exeter, New 
Hampshire and grew up in Concord, Massachusetts, the son of a lawyer and judge who served as the 
first president of the Massachusetts Agricultural College.  The younger French began sculpting at an 
early age, completing a bust of his father at the age of 19, and the Minute Man (Concord, MA) at 25.  
He operated in Washington (beginning in 1876), New York (beginning in 1888) and in 1897 
purchased land in Glendale, Massachusetts and built a summer residence and studio, Chesterwood.  
Throughout his sixty-year career, he completed dozens of public works, including the Lincoln Memorial 
(Washington, DC), Parkman Memorial (Jamaica Plain, MA), Alger Memorial (Detroit, MI), Melvin 
Memorial (Concord, MA), collaborating on many with architect Henry Bacon. 
 
Henry Bacon (1866-1924) 
Architect Henry Bacon began his professional career in the late 1880s as an associate with the New 
York firm of McKim, Mead and White where he worked on planning for the Chicago World’s Fair.  
After establishing his own architectural practice, he became widely known for his Beaux-Arts designs.  
His most well-known work, the Lincoln Memorial (1921-1922, Washington, DC), won the Gold Medal 
of the American Institute of Architects, and he also completed many campus, public buildings, and 
residential projects, in the Beaux-Arts tradition.  Collaborations with French included the Lincoln 
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Memorial, the Francis Parkman Memorial (Jamaica Plain, MA) and Melvin Memorial (Concord, MA) 
as well as the Spencer Trask Memorial. 
 
Charles Wellford Leavitt, Jr. (1871-1928) 
Civil engineer, landscape architect and urban planner Charles W. Leavitt operated a professional 
practice in New York City from 1897 until his death in 1928.  He designed the private estates of many 
wealthy New Yorkers, including Walter Chrysler, Henri Bendel, Foxhall Keene, and many others.  
Larger commissions included the Mirror Lake Promenade in Lakeland, Florida, and the campus of the 
University of Georgia.  In 1902, after designing the Long Island estate and private race track of William 
Collins Whitney, he became engaged by the Saratoga Association, new owners of the Saratoga Race 
Course, to lay out a new track and stabling area, known today as the” Main Track” and “Back Stretch.”  
He continued his relationship with Saratoga by taking on the design of the north end of Congress Park, 
beginning in 1912.  In 1914, he joined French and Bacon in their design for the Spencer Trask 
Memorial, creating the plan for the landscape. 
 
 
HISTORICAL CHRONOLOGY 
 
Origins and Establishment of Congress Park – Before 1900 
Lands that would become Congress Park, and eventually the setting for the Spirit of Life/Spencer Trask 
Memorial, began as mostly swampland, dotted by natural mineral springs.  Discovered by John Taylor 
Gillman and first developed by Gideon Putnam, the springs fueled the early Saratoga Springs economy.  
In the 1820s, Dr. John Clarke transformed the swampy low-lying land into a private park that would 
operate for patrons of the mineral springs for nearly 80 years. 
 
1791. Lands that would become Congress Park were primarily swamp, with a valley running 

north to south, and an upland area to the east.  
 
1792. John Taylor Gillman first discovered Congress Spring. 
 
1802. Saratoga Springs’s first hotel, Union Hall or “Putnam’s Folly,” was built across the 

roadway from Congress Spring to care for the growing numbers of health seekers (in 
1820, a visiting Virginian noted that 300 or 400 hundred people surrounded the 
spring).  The overflow from Union Hall was housed in a new hotel, Congress Hotel, 
located across the street (on what would become the northwest corner of the park). 
Union Hall would grow in size and eventually become the Grand Union Hotel. 

 
1806. The Columbian and Hamilton Springs were developed in the park – these provided 

sources of water for patrons of the Union Hall (developed by Gideon Putnam 
beginning in 1802 and also known as “Putnam’s Folly).   

 
1826. Dr. John Clarke purchased the Congress Spring and started bottling water on a large 

scale and shipping it around the world.   Clarke developed the southern area of 
Congress Park, including the land to the south of Congress Street (in addition to 
laying out Circular Street to rim the southern end of the park), draining, seeding and 
laying out walks (City Historian), building a Doric Temple structure over the Congress 
Spring, and Grecian Temple over the Columbian Spring.  Local tradition holds that 
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Clarke also purchased the Thorvaldsen vases (“Night and Day”), sculpted by Albert 
Bartholomew Thorvaldsen (1772-1846) and modeled in single day. The naturalistic 
quality of the low-lying areas leant itself for the placement of winding paths dotted 
with sculpture – a “ramble.”  Other amenities included a circular railroad (in flat 
upland area) and tennis courts (valley).  At this period in time, the park was small and 
privately-owned, accessible to the public for a small entrance fee.  The town’s first bath 
house and bottling houses were built along the north side of the park, along with the 
Congress Hall Hotel.  Offerings for patrons included band concerts, fireworks, balloon 
ascensions, and evangelical meetings organized by Dwight Moody. 

 
1861. John Morrissey, a heavyweight champion from Troy, arrived in Saratoga. 
 
1870s. Morrissey began working on the casino building, located at the time along the 

northern edge of the park (north side of Congress Street).  Morrissey added the 
fountain, located to the west of the casino.  An Indian encampment (carnival) was held 
along the upper flatland area in the northeast section of the park.   

 
1875. The Civil War Monument (now located near the Spirit of Life on the lawn), was 

erected on Broadway in front of the main entrance to the park (it was removed and 
placed inside the park in 1921.   

 
1876. B. B. Hotchkiss, owner of the Congress and Empire Spring Company, hired FL 

Olmsted and Jacob Weidenmann to alter the walks and ground elevations of the park 
and to install under-drainage, broadening opportunities for more extensive use of all 
areas of the park.   

 
1880. Following Morrissey’s death in 1878, Charles Reed and Albert Spencer purchased the 

casino.  
 
1882. Several features, including the Victorian Lake House (bandstand), Spring Pavilion 

(connecting the Congress and Columbian Springs, a deer lodge and fish pond were 
introduced.  During the final decades of the 19th century, the social life of the village 
and its visitors centered on the park. 

 
1894. Richard Canfield purchased the casino and site of the Indian encampment, and began 

work on the Italian gardens, located along spring Street.   
 
 
Expansion of Congress Park – 1901 - 1912 
In 1901, The Village of Saratoga Springs took control of the southern end of the park.  By 1904, the 
ability to sell spring water and advertise it as a “cure” became limited, and by 1909, the State of New 
York had taken control of the springs.  The Village purchased the casino and financed the acquisition 
of the Congress Hall Hotel site, significantly expanding the parkland. 
 
1901. The Village of Saratoga Springs took control of the southern area of the park.   
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1904.   The Pure Food and Drug Act was passed, limiting the sale of spring water and bringing 
decline in the Saratoga Springs economy.  The act prohibited the advertising of spring 
water as a “cure.”  

 
1909. The State of New York took control of the Springs in Saratoga, capping them as a way 

of saving water.   
 
1911. The Village purchased Congress Park from its owners, and shortly thereafter purchased 

the Canfield Casino and took possession of the Italian Gardens in the northeastern 
end of the park.  Gambling, at the time, was experiencing a lull.   

 
1912. The Congress Hotel and bottling plant were both razed.   
 
1913. The Village floated a bond issue to purchase the site of the former Congress Hall 

Hotel, completing the park area that remains to this day.  The Village engaged 
landscape architect Charles Wellford Leavitt, Jr. to design the northern section of the 
park so that it would meld with the southern section.  (Leavitt had designed the 
modern race course at Saratoga in 1902, working with WC Whitney).  Leavitt 
prepared an initial plan for the new sections of the park, showing a parterre-style 
garden in the northwest corner. 

 
 
Birth of the Spencer Trask Memorial/Spirit of Life – 1913 - 1915  
In 1913, George Foster Peabody, a friend and business associate of Spencer Trask, approached sculptor 
Daniel Chester French about creating a memorial in Trask’s honor.  Trask has been killed in a train 
accident in 1909 and both Peabody and Trask’s wife, Katrina, wanted to commemorate his 
contributions to the community of Saratoga Springs.  The work became a collaboration between French 
and architect Henry Bacon, with the landscape developed by Leavitt.  French signed a contract in 1913 
for $25,000 with Katrina, to do the Spirit of Life to go along with the setting created by Henry Bacon. 
    
 
1913-1914. In 1913, work began on the creation of a memorial to Spencer Trask – a collaboration 

between Henry Bacon and Daniel Chester French.  Bacon’s setting for the sculpture 
was complete in 1914, and French’s statue, the “Spirit of life,” was unveiled in 1915.   
John Ritchie and Ritchie Brothers, a mason contracting firm, were contractors for the 
memorial.  (The firm dissolved in 1930, but John Ritchie continued the business, 
located at 15 Maple Avenue until his death.  Other local projects included the World 
War Memorial and Casino Foundation, both in Congress Park. ) 

 
French and Bacon corresponded closely during the duration of the design process, and 
a summary of this correspondence follows: 

 
 In 1913, George Foster Peabody (GFB), close friend a business associate of the late 

Spencer Trask, approached sculptor Daniel Chester French (DCF) about creating a 
memorial to Trask.  “I am natural very much interested in…a fountain in memory 
of the late Spencer Trask; and I hope it is not too late to confer with you about it.  
I appreciate very much the complement you have paid me in applying to me.” 
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 French and colleague/architect Henry Bacon inspected the site, and decided “as to 

the general character of it.” 
 

 July 4, 1913, DCF wrote to Katrina Trask (KT), “Mr. Peabody has told you of the 
very satisfactory interview that Mr. Bacon and I had with Mr. Leavitt, in which we 
decided, subject to your approval, where the memorial should be placed, and I am 
feeling very happy about it.  I like Mr. Leavitt very much.  I found him most liberal 
and considerate and anxious to do everything possible to give a proper setting to 
what he characterizes as the chief feature of the Park.  I am sure we shall work 
together harmoniously.” 

 
 September 17, 1913, Henry Bacon produced a drawing of a proposed architectural 

treatment for the monument, which included plantings.  The backdrop contained 
a dense planting of trees.  Bacon also made an architectural model of plaster, 
which showed cascading steps flanking the pool, rather than wing walls. 

 
 September 28, 1913, DCF wrote to KT, “I feel quite satisfied with our general 

plan, being certain that it will work out into an unusual and effective piece of 
landscape architecture.  It is the combined effort of Mr. Bacon and Mr. Leavitt and 
myself.  And I want to say right here that Mr. Leavitt has been most liberal and 
considerate and kind in adapting out suggestions to his plan for the treatment of 
the Park.” 

 
 December 11, 1913, and contract between Peabody and French was signed.   

 
 French sent specifications for the monument as well as Bacon’s plans for the 

fountain. 
 

 Bacon prepared a detailed sketch of the urns in 1913 while the architectural 
setting was under construction.   

 
 May 7, 1914, DCF wrote to GFP: “I am glad to see by your postscript that Mr. 

Leavitt has arranged for three trees at either side…” 
 

 June 15, 1914, DCF wrote to GFP: “Mr. Bacon and I have also a suggestion to 
make to Mr. Leavitt in regard to the walks at the sides of the lagoon, to extend the 
walk parallel with the terrace in front of the monument so that it will run to the 
curbing of the lagoon.  Mr. Bacon has suggested putting a bench at the end of the 
walk.  We will send you later a plan showing this change.” 
 

 June 26, 1914 DCF wrote to Charles Wellford Leavitt (CWL):  “I was at Saratoga 
yesterday and looked the monument over with Mr. Peabody, and I want to tell you 
how delighted I am with it.  I think the whole scheme is worked out beautifully.  I 
don’t see how you did so well with the planting under such adverse conditions…I 
am convinced, after seeing the monument, that the seats that we suggested recently 
to be put close to the niche would be better omitted.  They are unnecessary, and I 
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think would be a discordant note.  Do you not think that it would be better after 
all to have some cedar trees at either side of the lagoon.  It would accent the vista 
better I am sure, and the fact that you would not see the statue from the side path 
does not seem to be an objection…” 

 
 The setting was dedicated on July 14, 1914. 

 
 July 16, 1914, DCF wrote to HB:  “I wish we could do something about those 

hideous lamps, but I guess they are there to stay, excepting the two in close 
proximity to the monument.  I see no reason why we shouldn’t make some decent 
designs for those and have them done as we think best…” 

 
 October 31, 1914 DCF wrote to HB: “I am sending Mr. Peabody your letter about 

the arrangement of the paths above the Trask Memorial with a letter of my own…I 
can understand why they want to come out on that elevation, as the view from 
there of the lower levels is interesting, but the effect of people’s heads bobbing 
around over the statue does not appeal to me.” 

 
 In November, 1914, the full-scale plaster model of the Spirit statue was shipped to 

the Gorham Company in Providence, RI, for casting.   
 

 In May 1915, the completed bronze statue was shipped to the Piccirillis (stone 
carvers) in NYC to be attached to its base, before setting in place.   

 
 On June 26, 1915, the sculpture was publicly unveiled. 

 
In February, 1914, Charles Leavitt developed a planting plan for “Congress Hall Park,” 
and revised it in May.  The basics of the plan were as follows: 

 
 Existing mature trees (elms) were retained.  These provided a sense of scale to the 

property.  Some of these appeared on the lawns (north and south) near the 
monument. 
 

 Along the park edges, he specified more elms and tall shade trees, under-planted 
with ornamental shrubs. 

 
 He created a series of walkways leading to the Trask Memorial from the corners in 

a spoke pattern (with the memorial as the hub). 
 

 Behind the monument, he proposed a planting of evergreen trees with woodland 
groundcovers. 
 

 Near the monument, along the wing walls and reflecting pool, he proposed a mix 
of evergreen trees and ornamental shrubs, with perennials mixed in. 

 
 Along the stream leading to the lagoon, he added a planting of wetland species 

(perennials, shrubs, trees). 
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 Views of the monument would be open from the north, east and south. 

 
In 1915, the Saratoga City Directory listed Congress Park as a prominent features and destination, 
“…The City Park includes what was formerly the Congress Hall Hotel property, the old Congress 
Spring Park and the Canfield Park.  The plot of ground is bounded by Broadway, Spring Street and 
Circular Street and contains about ten acres of ground.  It was laid out by Charles W. Leavitt, Jr., 
landscape engineer, and includes several artistic lakes, a stream and cascade, the beautiful memorial 
fountain erected to the memory of the late Spencer Trask…and also Italian Gardens, in the northeast 
section.  In excess of half a million dollars has been spent in the beautifying and ornamentation of this 
charming park.  This sum includes the spacious building which is now used as a Casino, which was 
formerly noted Canfield place.  It is claimed this is the most beautiful park of its size in the United 
States.” 
 
 
 
 
Park Improvements – 1915 – Early 1930s 
Once the northern end of Congress Park was completed, including the Spencer Trask Memorial, the 
Village/City began to make other improvements throughout.  These efforts took place for a period of 
roughly 20 years, up until the early 1930s. 
 
1915. The Congress pavilion was demolished, and the sunken garden, with its pink concrete 

stairs and tall arborvitae, were part of the redesign, constructed around the Congress 
Spring.  Saratoga Springs incorporated as a City. 

 
1921. The Civil War monument, located on Broadway and vulnerable to collisions with 

automobiles, was removed and re-set inside the park, on the lawn to the south of the 
Spirit of Life.  

 
1922 - 1925. The Trask Memorial Gateway (designed by Ludlow and Peabody) leading into the 

south end of the park) and Sr. Edgar Truman Brackett Memorial Gates (entrance to 
the park off Broadway) were both constructed.  

 
1930. The Lake House (bandstand) was demolished.  
 
1930s. The Saratoga Springs Public Library was built on the northwest corner of the park. 
 
1932. The World War I monument was constructed on the old Lake House footings.  It is 

replica of the Temple of Love in Paris, and contains the names, on its central pilaster, 
of all Saratogians who served in WWI.  

 
 
Decline of the Memorial – 1939 - Present 
Beginning in the late 1930s, the City began to neglect the memorial, allowing the pool to leak and 
performing temporary fixes.  The Spirit of Life suffered from the attacks of vandals, and the plant 
materials aged and were slowly removed.  An effort was made in the 1980s to restore the monument 
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and setting, but by the 2010s, the condition of the memorial and its setting had once again declined.  
With the 100th anniversary of the memorial fast approaching, the Saratoga Springs Preservation 
Foundation joined forces with the City to raise funds for restoration. 
 
1939. The City launched plans to construct a “rest house’ in the planting at the back of the 

memorial.  Yaddo sent a telegram to the Mayor, proclaiming, “we protest against the 
desecration of this beautiful memorial.  The trees are part of the gift to the city and 
should be safeguarded for all time…” 

 
1952-1953. The Grand Union Hotel was gradually demolished, altering the setting for the park 

and monument. 
 
1963. The reflecting pool began to leak.  The DPW commissioner approved the filling of the 

pool with dirt, because the cost of repairing the pool to hold water was considered 
“prohibitive.”  He decided that “a rose garden, hopefully of the newly dedicated 
Saratoga roses, would be best in the pool…”  The cost to repair the pool was estimated 
between $4,000 and $5,000.  “The bottom and sides are gone; they would have to be 
torn out and re-poured or be resurfaced with the Gunite process (hydraulically infused 
cement).”  The commissioner also believed that the pool had created a potential hazard 
for little children.  “…it is deep enough for them to drown in and it has been a favorite 
trash can for beer and wine bottles.”  A letter was submitted to French’s daughter, Mrs. 
William Penn Cresson, by a Saratoga resident, and Mrs. Cresson replied by saying, “I 
feel this is a desecration of the original idea of two distinguished artists, Mr. French 
and Mr. Bacon.  The whole thing was designed as a fountain and should not be 
changed in any way.”  A couple of months later, the dirt was removed and the pool was 
restored. 

 
1975. The City Historian, Mrs. Michael Sweeney, wrote Paul Ivory, the Administrator of 

Chesterwood, asking for advice about increasing security around the monument.  Ivory 
recommended: (1) police patrols be increased; (2) security lighting be installed for 
night illumination; (3) security fencing be installed if it does not intrude on the 
character of the monument.  He also suggested having a plaster copy of the statue cast, 
so that it could be used as the basis for a new bronze cast, if necessary. 

 
1976. Michael Richmond published Daniel Chester French, An American Sculptor 

(Washington, DC:  The Preservation Press of the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation), and included in the book a full chapter on the Spencer Trask Memorial.   

 
1982. The first restoration of the Spirit of Life took place, focusing mostly on the sculpture.  

The Saratogian newspaper reported that City crews had attempted to remove the 
oxidation on the statue by sandblasting.  A conservator working for the State of New 
York viewed the work, and told the city, “the sandblasting removed the statue’s 
protective coating, called patina, and drilled thousands of tiny pits into the bronze 
surface, leaving it rough or ‘sugary.’”  A second, concurring, opinion was delivered by 
Stephen Tatti, the former chief of outdoor sculpture for the Hirschorn Museum in 
Washington.  DPW commissioner stated that he and others “had no idea the 
sandblasting would damage the statue, nor did they realize its value.” 
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1983. Phoebe Dent Weil of Washington University Technology Associates sculpture 

conservation lab (St. Louis) was hired to restore the sculpture through a $15,000 
contract.  The year before, the sculpture was covered in red graffiti.  The technique for 
restoration included using tiny glass beads to polish the surface and clean off 
corrosion; a new patina worked into the statue by using heat and chemicals.  Weil also 
prepared a maintenance manual. 

 
1984. Doell and Doell collaborated with Crawford and Stearns (architects) on an assessment 

and construction specifications for the monument.  Doell and Doell’s 
recommendations for the landscape included the following: 

 
 Remove existing yews from around the reflecting pool (out of scale) 
 Restore original grade level around the pool 
 Substitute 6 Juniperus virginiana arborvitae for Thuja occidentalis pyramidalis 

(which better approximates the form of the Italian Cypress suggested by Henry 
Bacon in his 1913 concept sketch 

 Restore the planting bed at the edge of the reflecting pool and plant seasonally 
with geraniums and tulips (or Hedera helix) 

 Install cast iron and wood period benches at selected vantage points 
 Install four period multi-globe lamps in locations as shown in historical photos 
 Remove and replace vines on wing walls 
 Restore evergreen trees in front of retaining walls; restore shrubs and ground cover 

per Leavitt’s plan 
 Remove yews at the rear of the niche and wing walls and reinstall plantings per 

Leavitt’s plan (note the pines were considered overgrown at this time) 
 Restore plantings at basin and in transition zones between the monument and the 

park. 
 

Ganem Contracting undertook the masonry restoration at a cost of $28,728. While 
the work was being done, three separate acts of vandalism took place, focusing on the 
stonework above the effluent basin (including breaking loose the main stone wall from 
its foundation).  The following additional work war required as a result: 
 
 4 new ballustrades 
 Railing repair (broken into three pieces) 
 Patching  

 
1985.   Michael Richman sent a letter to the DPW Commissioner.  Richman had visited the 

site (under restoration) and made the following suggestions: 
 Raise the water level in the pool 
 Painting the pool a deeper color (color of wet limestone?) 
 Map out a path around the north side of the memorial to as to reroute the 

pedestrian traffic near the library. 
 Screen the “hideous” air conditioning system by the library with ivy. 
 Replace the light fixtures near the pool. 
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 Provide lighting at the back of the architectural setting, and place stronger 
spotlights on the statue. 

 Properly line up the six (recently planted) trees near the pool. 
 A master plan for still-to-be–completed improvements in landscaping. 

 
Archaeological investigations were performed at the Memorial.  Findings and 
recommendations noted that the remains of the Congress and Empire Bottling Plant 
and Congress Hall exist approximately 14 to 17 inches under today’s ground surface.  
Extensive ground disturbance to depths greater than these should be avoided (unless 
addition archaeological investigations are undertaken). 

 
2005.   The City solicited quotes for restoring the Spirit of Life sculpture, and recommended 

hiring the Williamstown Regional Art Conservation Lab.  A break had occurred in the 
pine branch above the right hand. 

 
2013. The Saratoga Springs Preservation Foundation joined with the City of Saratoga Springs 

in the launch of a restoration effort in celebration of the memorial’s 100th anniversary.  
The project will address both the memorial’s structure (masonry) and setting. 
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1985.   July 11, 1985 – Letter from Michael Richman to Thomas McTygue.  (SSPF)  
 
1987.   National Register of Historic Places Nomination for Congress Park, 1987 (SSPL) 
 
2009.   New York State Environmental Protection Fund Application. (SSPF)  
 
Guide to the Archives of the City of Saratoga Springs, Contact:  James Corsaro, Historian and Archivist 

Sub-Record Group:  2.1, Board of Trustees: 1820 – 1915 
Annual Reports:  1893 – 1914 each of those listed below contains a report from the 
Commissioner of Parks. 
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 1911-1912 
 1912-1913 
 1913-1914 
Sub-Record Group 2.2, Commissioner of Parks:  1904 – 1915 
Sub-Record Group 3.5, Public Works Department, 1915 – 1974, Congress Park, 1938 – 1968 
(1 folder) 

 
The New York Public Library Humanities and Social Sciences Library Manuscripts and Archives 
Division, Yaddo Records, 1870 – 1980 (compiled by Ben Alexander). 

Series I (B).  Katrina Trask – Boxes 36-39 (1912 – 1914) 
Series II (A).  George Foster Peabody papers – Box 151 (1911-1914) 

 
Photographs & Historic Postcards 
George Bolster Collection of the Saratoga Springs History Museum: 
2681 (ca. 1914 
11-197-1 (1946) 
52-173-2 (1952) 
2779 (ca. 1914) 
2783 (ca. 1914) 
2797 (ca. 1914) 
2798 (ca. 1914) 
2818-1 (ca. 1914-1915) 
2818-2 (ca. 1914-1915) 
2871 (ca. 1914) 
3216-3293 (ca. 1920) 
4472-4 (ca. 1920) 
5454 (1925) 
4067B (1930) 
8909 (ca. 1938) 
D71-43-1 (ca. 1940) 
D71-43-2 (ca. 1940) 
1916 Aerial Image 
 
 
 
SSHM = Saratoga Springs History Museum 
SSPF = Saratoga Springs Preservation Foundation 
SSPL = Saratoga Room of the Saratoga Springs Public Library 
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LANDSCAPE ASSESSMENT 
 
The following assessment of the memorial’s environs compares the existing conditions with what is 
known about the historical development of the work.  Leavitt’s planting plan, along with historic 
photos and written documentation were employed in the process, contrasting what was originally 
proposed for the landscape, and constructed, and what exists on site today. 
 
 
Context & Views 
Leavitt’s plan for the environs of the memorial 
suggest that he intended the work to be 
anchored by a backdrop of evergreen trees, but 
remain partially visible from the east, north 
and south sides.  The Grand Union Hotel, 
located across Broadway to the west, provided a 
distant but strong vertical edge to the rear of 
the memorial.  Elms planted along Broadway 
(standing between the Hotel and the park), 
further reinforced this edge.  Immediately 
behind the niche and wing walls stood a grove 
of evergreens, including pines, spruces and 
hemlocks.  Today, both the hotel and the elms 
have been removed, and the remaining 
evergreens, all white pines, have lost their 
lower limbs.  In addition, several trees have 
been added to the monument’s foreground, 
obstructing views of the work from the south, 
east, and north. 
 
 The most historically-accurate context for the monument lies along the west, south, and 

portion of the east side.  While the hotel and towering elm trees no longer line Broadway, a 
multi-story mixed-use building and row of smaller street trees, planted to replace the elms, 
provide a similar vertical edge.  While the white pines at the back of the monument have 
thinned, they continue to further reinforce this edge.  The south edge, along the park road 
(Congress Street) contains tall shade trees, providing a separation between the monument and 
vehicular way.  The northern end of the east edge remains unplanted, preserving the open edge 
prescribed by Leavitt. 
 

 Historically inaccurate contexts lie along the southern end of the east edge, and across the 
entire northern edge.  Leavitt had intended to provide filtered views of the monument from 
the east side of the pond, and accomplished this by specifying willow trees planted sparsely 
along the western pond edge.  Today, densely canopied Norway maples have infiltrated the 
western pond edge, completely obscuring long views of the monument.  The addition of the 
former library/arts center building on the monument’s northern edge radically altered the 
context.  The lack of screening to separate the building from the monument environs amplifies 
the poor quality of the northern edge. 

  

The Spirit of Life as viewed from the south side.  The former 
public library building, now the arts center, stands at the 
northwest corner of the monument, replacing a fifth entrance to 
the monument environs, and throwing off the symmetry of the 
composition. 
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 Historically accurate views correspond with the accurate contexts.  As noted above, Leavitt 
intended for the work to be supported, on the west side, by buildings and trees, and these 
features remain (in altered form) to this day.  Leavitt preserved open vistas from the north 
lawn, and today this area contains few trees.  As a result, filtered views of the monument are 
possible from this spot.  
 

 Views that have been obstructed by the addition of plant materials are historically inaccurate. 
Views of the monument from the south side are blocked by many evergreen trees growing on 
the lawn to the south of the monument, and views from the east side (across the pond) are 
obstructed by the dense canopies of Norway maples growing along the pond edge.  Columnar 
Arbor vitae trees, planted along the edges of the reflecting pool, have reached a size that blocks 
view of the Spirit of Life from the south, east and north sides.  And the most contemporary 
feature in the landscape, the former library/arts center building, stands completely unscreened 
along the monument’s north side. 

 
Entrances & Circulation 
Leavitt designed access to the monument’s 
environs from all corners, and also from the 
center-rear through a gate at Broadway.  
Circulation paths led from all five entrances in 
a radial pattern to the Spirit of Life, standing 
at the hub.  Today, four of the five entrances 
remain, however the sculpture no longer 
stands as a center point.  Circulation paths 
have been widened, narrowed and/or re-
routed, and new paths added.  Visitors still 
find the monument, but do so by traversing a 
network of routes paved with different 
materials, and lacking in organization and 
hierarchy. 
 
 The city has preserved the historic 

entrances to the environs from the northeast, 
southeast, and southwest corners, as well as at the center rear of the monument.  The northeast 
and southeast entrances are simply the beginnings of bituminous walkways, leading into the 
park from Spring Street and Congress Street, respectively.  Views of the monument, partially 
obstructed by the columnar Arbor vitae along the edges of the reflecting pool,- are possible 
from these gateways and these help to propel visitors along from the entrances into to environs. 
 

 The fifth entrance to the environs, located at the northwest corner, was removed as part of the 
construction of the library, in the 1930s.  This gateway, along with the diagonal pathway 
leading from it to the monument, was symmetrical with the southwest gateway and path, 
providing balance to the memorial’s composition.  The removal of the entrance and path from 
this corner compromised the integrity of sculpture and its setting. 

 
 The historic layouts of several original pathways remain in place.  These include (1) the semi-

circular pathway leading from the southeast corner through to the memorial (between the  

The main walkway leading to and through the memorial has been 
paved with bituminous asphalt, resembling a street, rather than a 
passive pedestrian route.  The walkway edges show signs of 
erosion. 
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 reflecting pool and overlook) and connecting to the northeast corner; (2) the curving pathway 

leading from the southeast gate into the south side of the monument; (3) the circular pathways 
leading from the back of the monument around the wing walls; and (4) the linear pathways 
outlining the wing walls and reflecting pool (remnants only).  The semi-circular pathway is 
surfaced with bituminous asphalt, while all others are constructed of stone dust. 

 
 Two contemporary pathways have been added where visitors have created wear paths.  One 

leads from the center rear side of the monument southeastward, shortcutting the circular path 
leading around the south wing wall.  The other connects the path leading from the southwest 
entrance on a straight line to the overlook.  Neither path was included in the historic walkway 
pattern designed for the site by Leavitt, and both add confusion to the overall circulation 
system. 
 

 Erosion is present along the stone dust walkways in steeper-sloped areas.  The most visibly 
eroded areas are (1) along the contemporary pathway near the south wing wall, and (2) along 
the circular pathway leading around the north wing wall.  Small amounts of erosion are present 
along the edges of the bituminous semi-circular pathway, presumably from overuse by 
pedestrians (and possibly sidewalk plows in winter). 

 
Plants 
Leavitt’s planting plan suggests that his 
design intent included several thematic 
elements.  He appears of have wanted the 
monument to be visible from the north, east, 
and south sides, and to be screened from the 
western edge of the park.  He placed the 
majority of plantings at the edges of the 
environs, rather than inside and along the 
walkways, and specified ornamental shrubs 
for the park edges.  He employed woodland 
groundcovers in the plantings of evergreens 
at the rear of the monument, and specified 
wetland species (perennials, shrubs and trees) 
for the edges of the brook leading to the 
lagoon.  Plantings around the reflecting pool, 
sculpture and wing walls complemented, 
rather than competed with, the composition.  
Today, little of Leavitt’s vision remains. 
 

 The few original trees specified by Leavitt for the setting that exist today include a willow 
growing at the western edge of the lagoon, and approximately 20 white pines growing behind 
the monument.  The pines have reached maturity and appear to be in decline. 
  

 Many newer trees stand within the environs, both on the lawns and along the walkways.  
These include spruces, cedars, Zelkovas, redbuds, and dogwoods.  They conflict with Leavitt’s 
design intent in both location and species selection. 

Approximately 20 white pines, specified by Leavitt in his 1914 
plan, remain on site and have grown out of scale with the 
monument.  A planting of yews behind the niche and wing walls 
has blocked access to the rear of the monument, but at the same 
time has undermined the structural integrity of the walls. 
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 Several Norway maples have grown along the western edges of the pond.  In addition to being 
classified as an invasive species, the Norway maple displays dense branching and a large, drab 
leaf, blocking views (as noted above under Context & Views). 

 
 Several masses of shrubs, located along the pathways and at the southwest entrance to the 

environs, have become overgrown.  These obstruct views and cast a messy, unkempt 
appearance in the landscape.  The city has planted a mass of yews at the rear of the 
monument, presumably to keep people from climbing on top of the walls.  These shrubs are 
not original to Leavitt’s plan, and also threaten to undermine the strength of the wing walls. 

 
 Plant material adjacent to the memorial itself is both non-existent and overgrown.  The 

columnar Arbor vitae (specified by Leavitt), have become large and stand in the way of views of 
the sculpture.  Other plantings, including low evergreens and groundcovers, specified for the 
base of the wing walls, have been removed altogether. 

 
Landscape Details 
The details in Leavitt’s plan were dominated 
by the curving layout of the pathways and the 
variety of texture, color and size of the 
plantings.  His plan included few other 
landscape details.  Historic images show pole 
lighting throughout, with luminaires 
consisting of a cluster of four globes.  The 
setting did not contain seating other than that 
provided by the overlook structure.  Today, 
the lights have been replaced by a 
contemporary, single-globe pole-mounted 
luminaires, and a few benches and litter bins 
have been placed along the main semi-circular 
pathway.   
 
 Extant historic details include the 

original pathway layouts, reflecting pool, wing 
walls, overlook and bench, stones lining the stream leading to the lagoon.  The only remaining 
original trees appear to be the willow growing along the west side of the lagoon, and the 
approximately 20 white pines at the rear of the monument.  Other historic features include the 
iron fence rimming the park edge, and Civil War monument (moved from Broadway to inside 
the park in 1921). 

 
 Missing historic details include the northwest entrance and radial pathway, historic lighting, 

lining of the stream leading to the lagoon, and the intent of Leavitt’s original planting design. 
 
 Contemporary features include the library/arts center building, new pathways, single-globe pole 

lighting, bituminous pathway surface, benches and litter bins, concrete parging on the surface 
of the stream bed, and the numerous trees scattered throughout. 

The stream leading from the overlook to the lagoon, has been lined 
with parged concrete, adding a contemporary feel to this historic 
landscape feature. 
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Preliminary Recommendations 
 
Park and Environs Edges 
 Selectively remove existing plant materials and introduce new plantings at the edges of the 

environs/park edges (per Leavitt’s plan); 
 Consider re-creating an entrance to the environs at the northwest corner, to increase access and 

better meld the arts center with the park;  
 At the northwest corner, establish plantings in keeping with Leavitt’s intent for the environs to 

screen the arts centers 
 Remove plant material from the north and south lawns, keeping these areas open to 

restore/preserve views of the monument. 
 
Circulation 
 Remove the wear paths, and re-construct the original layout of pathways.  
 Consider re-surfacing all pathways with a more permanent material (such as stone chip seal) to 

create the appearance of gravel and at the same time create a more stable surface.  
 Re-establish the turf mowing strip between the pathways and adjacent planting beds. 
 Replace the existing contemporary light fixtures with four-globe luminaire pole lighting, adhering 

to the historic layout; 
 Remove the existing benches and litter bins from the semi-circular pathway edges. 

 
Stream and Stream Edges 
 Remove the concrete parged surface from the stream bed and resurface with cobblestones. 
 Replant the stream edge with wetland plants (trees, shrubs, ground covers) in keeping with Leavitt’s 

design intent. 
 Evaluate the health of the existing willow.  If decay is present at the core, remove and replace. 
 Remove the Norway maples growing along the west edge of the lagoon and replace with 

willows/other hydrophylic species. 
 
Monument (Niche and Wing Walls, Reflecting Pool, Overlook) 
 Improve the west side (rear) of the monument by (1) removing the existing plant materials (pines 

and yews) and re-planting the area according to Leavitt’s original plan, including the mix of 
evergreens and woodland ground covers. 

 Remove the columnar Arbor vitae growing along the reflecting pool and replace with smaller 
species. 

 Re-introduce Leavitt’s planting, where possible, to the pool and wing wall edges. 
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LANDSCAPE PROGRAM 
 
The purpose of the project is to prepare a landscape restoration/conservation plan for the memorial, 
including plantings, walkways and paths, the brook outflow, and lighting.  Restoration plans shall 
adhere to the US Secretary of the Interior’s Guidelines for the Treatment of Cultural Landscapes, and 
shall reflect, to the extent possible, those originally prepared for the site by Charles Leavitt, Daniel 
Chester French, and/or Henry Bacon.  Specific elements of the landscape program, as noted by the 
Spirit of Life Restoration Committee, are as follows: 
 
 
 Wing Walls.  Children sit on the top of the wing walls (the shrubs behind the wall on the up slope 

may have been planted to keep kids off.  Signage may be needed to keep children off. 
 

 Outfall.  The outfall channel looks poor – the concrete (sloppy) needs to be addressed. 
 

 The Pines.  The pines are of special concern, and a public information process is needed to 
convince the public of change in this area (i.e. removal).  At one time, a huge hotel stood across 
Broadway and provided a strong backdrop; now the context has changed.   

 
 Lighting.  A lighting plan should be included that proposes locations and models of fixtures (City 

electrician to design any necessary upgrades to the electrical system. 
 
 Signage.  Signage will be needed for the following:  (1) contributors to the project; (2) 

interpretation; and (3) construction information. DPW has a good signage program. 
 
 Contributor Acknowledgement.   A permanent means of acknowledging contributors to the 

project needs to be incorporated into the plans. 
 
 Special Events.  Consideration needs to be paid to the many special events, including weddings 

and baby blessings, that happen at or near the site. 
 
 Budget Projection.  The budget, which is preliminary at the current time, needs to be updated so 

that SSPF can proceed with capital fundraising.  Funding will be sought from municipal, State and 
private sources. 
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Planting List for Congress Hall Park ‐ May 5, 1914 ‐ Charles W. Leavitt Jr.

NUMBER NOTES/
on Plan BOTANIC COMMON YES NO Possible Substitution(s)

DECIDUOUS TREES
1 Acer platanoides 'Schwedleri' Schwedleri Norway Maple Invasive
2 Acer polymorphum 'Atropurpureum' Japanese Maple (Acer palmatum)/'Bloodgood'
3 Rhus glabra 'Laciniata' Smooth Cutleaf Sumac Invasive
4 Cornus alba 'Spaethii' Red Twig Dogwood
5 Cerasus James H. Veitch (Prunus pseudocerasus?)
6 Cladrastis tinctoria Yellow Wood (Cladrastis kentukea?)
7 Cornus florida Flowering Dogwood
8 Fagus sylvatica Riversii Rivers Purple Beech
9 Platanus orientalis American Planetree (Platanus occidentalis)/Native
10 Populus nigra fastigiata Black Popular Native
11 Pyrus ioensis 'Beckteli' 50 (Malus ioensis)
12 Pyrus scheideckeri Pear (Pyrus pulcherrima var. scheideckeri)
13 Pyrus toringo Toringo Crab Apple (Malus seiboldii)
14 Salix caprea Goat Willow; Pussy Willow
15 Salix alba var. vitellina  European Golden Willow
16 Sorbus aucuparia European Mountain Ash
17 Ulmus americana American Elm

DECIDUOUS SHRUBS
18 Benzoin odoriferum Benjamin Bush (Lindera benzoin/Northern Spicebush)
19 Berberis thunbergii Japanese Barberry Invasive
20 Cornus alba 'Siberica' Redosier Dogwood (Cornus sericea)
21 Diervilla florida 'Rosea' Bush Honeysuckle; Weigela (Weigela floribunda)
22 Forsythia fortunei Golden Bell (Forsythia suspensa)
23 Hibiscus syriacus 'Alba Plena' Shrub Althea/Rose of Sharon
24 Hibiscus syriacus 'Ardens' Shrub Althea/Rose of Sharon
25 Hibiscus syriacus 'Lady Stanley' Shrub Althea/Rose of Sharon
26 Hibiscus syriacus 'Totus Alba' Shrub Althea/Rose of Sharon
27 Hydrangea paniculata 'Grandiflora' Panicled Hydrangea

28 Ligustrum regalianum Regal's Border Privet (ligustrum obtusifolium var. regalianum)

SPECIES  AVAILABILITY TODAY

Leavitt Plant List/Page 1



Planting List for Congress Hall Park ‐ May 5, 1914 ‐ Charles W. Leavitt Jr.

NUMBER NOTES/
on Plan BOTANIC COMMON YES NO Possible Substitution(s)

29 Lonicera ruprecthiana Manchurian Honeysuckle
30 Lonicera r
31 Philadelphus coronarius Sweet Mock Orange Invasive Species
32 Philadelphus grandiflorus Scentless Mock Orange (Philadelphus inodorus)
33 Rosa rugosa 'Alba' Beach Rose
34 Rosa rugosa 'Rubra' Beach Rose
35 Sambucus nigra 'Aurea' European Alder
36 Spiraea callosa 'Alba' Japanese Spirea (Spiraea japonica var. albiflora)
37 Spiraea van houttei Vanhouttei Spirea
38 Symphoricarpus racemosa Snowberry
39 Syringa vulgaris 'Charles X' Common Lilac
40 Syringa vulgaris 'Mod. Lemoinei' Common Lilac
41 Syringa vulgaris 'Marie Legraye' Common Lilac
42 Syringa vulgaris 'President Grevy' Common Lilac
43 Viburnum plicatum var. tomentosum Doublefile Viburnum

EVERGREEN TREES ‐ BALLED
44 Juniperus sabina Savin Juniper
45 Juniperus virginana 'Glauca' Eastern Red Cedar
46 Juniperus virginana 'Schotti' Eastern Red Cedar
47 Abies concolor White Fir
48 Picea pungens 'Kosteriana' Blue Spruce
49 Pinus austriaca Austrian Pine (Pinus nigra 'Austriaca')
50 Pinus mughus Mugo Pine Pinus mugo
51 Pinus strobus Eastern White Pine Native
52 Pinus sylvestris Scotch Pine
53 Thuja occidentalis 'Pyramidalis' (matched) Northern White Cedar
54 Thuja occidentalis 'Pyramidalis'  Northern White Cedar
55 Thuja occidentalis' Aurea' Northern White Cedar
56 Thuja occidentalis 'Siberica' Northern White Cedar
57 Tsuga canadensis Canadian Hemlock Native

SPECIES  AVAILABILITY TODAY
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Planting List for Congress Hall Park ‐ May 5, 1914 ‐ Charles W. Leavitt Jr.

NUMBER NOTES/
on Plan BOTANIC COMMON YES NO Possible Substitution(s)

VINES
58 Ampelopsis veitchii Peppervine
59 Celastrus orbiculatus Asian Bittersweet Invasive
60 Clematis paniculata Virgin's Bower
61 Vinca minor Periwinkle Invasive

PERENNIAL ‐ 2 YEARS
62 Aster novae angliae 'Rubra' New England Aster
63 Aster novae angliae 'William Bowman' New England Aster
64 Bocconia cordata Plume Poppy (Macleaya cordata)
65 Boltonia asteroides White Doll's Daisy
66 Cimicifuga racemosa Bugbane
67 Eulalia japonica varigata Eulalia Grass (Micanthus sinensis)
68 Helenium riverton 'Beauty' Sneezeweed
69 Iris ochroleuca Spuria Beardless Iris
70 Iris pallida 'Dalmatica' Pallida Iris
71 Iris pseudacorus Yellow Flag Wetland Species

ANNUALS
72 Geranium Double
73 Tulip Early Single

ADDITIONAL
74 Asplenium augustifolium Spleenwort
75 Aspidium cristatum var. clintonianom Clinton's Wood Fern (Dryopteris clintoniana)
76 Aspidium marginale Marginal Fern (Dryopteris marginalis)
77 Onoclea struttziopteris Fiddlehead/Ostrich Fern (Onoclea struthiopteris)
78 Osmunda cinnamonea Cinnamon Fern (Osmunda cinnamoneum)
79 Polystichum braunii Braun's Holly Fern
80 Hibiscus moscheutus 'Maehani' Swamp Rose‐Mallow Native
81 Iris germanica 'Honorabilis' German Iris
82 Iris germanica 'Mme Chereau' German Iris

SPECIES  AVAILABILITY TODAY
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Planting List for Congress Hall Park ‐ May 5, 1914 ‐ Charles W. Leavitt Jr.

NUMBER NOTES/
on Plan BOTANIC COMMON YES NO Possible Substitution(s)

83 Iris laevigata (single and double ‐ whites only) Rabbit Ear Iris
84 Abies concolor White Fir
85 Picea excelsa Norway Spruce
86 Pontederia cordata Pickerelweed Native/Wetland Species
87 Ranunculus lingua 'Grandiflora' Buttercup
88 Rhus cotinus Sumac
89 Symphoricarpus vulgaris Snowberry
90 Syringa vulgaris 'Mad. Casimir Perier' Common Lilac
91 Syrnga vulgaris 'Michael Buchner' Common Lilac
92 Saggitoria monteridiensis Spongy‐leaved Arrowhead (Saggitaria montevidensis)
93 Thuja occidentalis 'Pyramidalis' Northern White Cedar Native
94 Juniperus chinensis 'Pfitzeriana' Chinese Juniper

KEY/NOTES:
 = West side of Memorial and Park Edge
 = East side of Memorial and Reflecting Pool
 = Stream and Lagoon Edge
 = Multiple Locations

Atropurpureum' = cultivar ‐ plant produced from a natural species and maintained (cannot be reproduced from seed)
var. tomentosum = variety ‐ a group of class of plants subordinate to a species (can be reproduced by seed)
Forsythia x intermedia = hybrid achieved through cross‐pollination (breeding) of different species

Species identification from the following sources:
Dirr, Michael A., Manual of Woody Landscape Plants
USDA Plant Database
GoBotany
Sylvan Nursery & Van Berkum Nursery

SPECIES  AVAILABILITY TODAY
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