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      Hunt’s Shore Theater, built in 1939, at Schellenger and Atlantic Avenues in Wildwood, in its August 1964 hey-day. The building was designed in the Art Deco style prevalent at the time. Notice its spectacular neon signage. David Williams Collection
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    I was extremely fortunate growing up. By the time I was out of elementary school, I had already seen many exotic, interesting places: Tahiti, Hawaii, Aruba, Waikiki, the Caribbean, Tangiers, Key West, Montego Bay, just to name a few. I was also privileged to have seen Monaco, the Acropolis, the Alps, Athens, Barcelona, the Coliseum, Madrid, the Mediterranean, Nantucket, Nassau, Quebec, and the Sahara. But in the process, I never left southern New Jersey.

    How is that possible? you might ask.

    I grew up in Wildwood Crest, New Jersey, one of four adjacent, similarly named towns on a small, seven-mile-long barrier island situated near the southern tip of the state. The other towns are Wildwood, North Wildwood, and West Wildwood, and collectively they all are known as The Wildwoods.

    All of those foreign, romantic places that I saw were there, back in the 1960s when I was growing up. And many of them are still there today. They are imaginatively designed tourist motels.

    Some of Wildwood’s motels were built during the post–World War II decade of the 1950s, but most of them were built in the early to mid-1960s. Later on, in the 1980s and 1990s, their unique building style became recognized throughout America, known as Googie architecture on the West Coast and eventually as Doo Wop on the East Coast.

    But to me, growing up, they were just really interesting, unusual buildings, built during a decade of tremendous cultural creativity.

    I left Wildwood Crest, and New Jersey, in 1969 but returned in 1973, spending the rest of the seventies and eighties there. During those decades, when there was a drive-in motel on practically every corner in The Wildwoods, I strolled on many a warm summer evening down Ocean Avenue, one block west of the Atlantic Ocean, where most of the Crest’s motels were located. During the summer months, this avenue was always active and alive with the hustle and bustle of vacationing tourists and families enjoying themselves at the various motels. Cars featuring license plates from practically every state in the country were parked everywhere. Brightly illuminated neon signs lit up the night in a kaleidoscope of bright colors and futuristic designs. Even the air in the Crest’s motel district possessed its own particular ambience—a combination of the distinctive smell of chlorine from the many motel fresh, salty ocean air.
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      The title page of a brochure advertising the Wildwoods by-the-Sea in 1966. David Williams Collection
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      The expansive beach of Wildwood Crest is almost a quarter mile wide, and because of tidal patterns, it continues to grow larger every year.
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      The world-famous Wildwood Boardwalk, as it appeared in the mid-1960s. David Williams Collection
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      A page from a 1966 brochure, extolling the virtues of Wildwood’s world-famous Boardwalk. David Williams Collection
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      The world-famous flying ramp of the iconic Caribbean Motel, built by Lou Morey in 1958, at Buttercup Road and Ocean Avenue in Wildwood Crest.
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    A rear view of the Satellite Motel’s cantilevered roof and pool area.

  

  
    
    Up until the beginning of the twenty-first century, most of these buildings remained virtually intact, with few changes, appearing just as they had in the fifties and sixties. To natives who grew up in The Wildwoods and the countless visitors who have vacationed there over many summers, these buildings were all familiar friends. Somewhere along the line, they became frozen images from our collective childhoods that we never really gave much thought to over the years, because we assumed, perhaps naively, that they would always be there.

    But now, in the early twenty-first century, it is becoming clear that these buildings, with their distinctive appearances and character, will not always be with us. Many are crumbling from old age as they enter their fifth decade of existence, and because of a real estate boom in The Wildwoods, others are being demolished at an alarming rate to make way for more modern—but very bland and boxy-looking—condominiums.

    Now that these classic buildings are starting to disappear, people are beginning to realize just how significant—and architecturally important—they have always been. These structures are actually a lot more than just buildings. They are imagination run wild, with soaring ramps and crazy angles. They are visual wonders, with boomerang roofs, slanted walls, and kidney-shaped swimming pools. They are nostalgia, reminding us of a simpler, more optimistic time. And their plastic palm trees give us a sense of the exotic and tropical in a place that can get very cold in the wintertime.

    Most of all, they are fun. Not many buildings are fun, but the ones that are remain etched in our memories long after they are gone. There is a magic there that is hard to explain.

    The Wildwoods have always had a kind of magic in abundance. Despite real estate booms and economic fluctuations, I hope they will never completely lose it. But only time will tell.
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    September 1, 1945: World War II was finally over. Thanks to the industrial shot in the arm created by the war and greatly increased production levels at home, America was primed for the greatest economic expansion in the history of the world. The sacrifices of the war years were over—the scrap, metal, rubber, and paper drives. A large production and industrial force was in place, and it no longer needed to focus on creating weapons and armaments for American troops. Now it could turn its attention to producing domestic goods for the returning GIs and their families.

    And now that the GIs were finally home once again, their young families were beginning to grow—rapidly. In the 1970s, social scientists looked back on the postwar years and began to refer to the huge population increase between 1945 and 1963 as the baby boom generation. Retailers and service organizations at the time saw it as potentially the greatest consumer market the world had ever seen.

    One product that began to be mass-produced almost immediately in the late 1940s was the automobile. Major manufacturers had severely halted production of new cars during the war years in order to conserve materials needed for the war effort. Now they returned to new-car production with a vengeance. With more cars available, more people had cars to travel about the country in. As a result, the interstate road system was greatly expanded to meet this need, and American society became more mobile than it had ever been. That soon created another national market: the small roadside motel.
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      The Dayton, an old Wildwood hotel. Kyle Weaver Collection

    

    Previously, most traveler accommodations were higher-end hotels or more modest tourist courts, tourist camps, and boardinghouses. But by the 1950s, these places were becoming less popular with the new breed of traveler. Whereas single males traveling for business reasons had once been the major clientele of hotels, now more and more families—with new cars, kids, and plenty of disposable income—were traveling and taking vacations together. Fancy hotels were generally too expensive and inconvenient for them to stay in with children, and they wanted something better than the tourist camps and crowded boardinghouses. This led to the proliferation in the fifties of the motor hotel, or motel for short, a name first coined by the Milestone Motel way back in December 1925 in San Luis Obispo, California.
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      Sherbrooke Family Apartments, built in 1959 on Farragut Road in Wildwood Crest’s motel district. The structure resembles the classic Wildwood L-shaped motel more than it does an apartment building.

    

    Early Motels in The Wildwoods

    It was not long before the new-style motels began to pop up in The Wildwoods. Though fashionable Victorian-style hotels and boardinghouses such as the Manor, Lincoln, and Beachwood Hotels had been the accommodations of choice there for shore travelers during the first half of the twentieth century, beginning in the mid-1950s the new smaller, more modern-looking motels began to replace them. These two- and three-story mom-and-pop motels, generally owned and operated by married couples and individualistic in appearance, were less expensive to stay in and more informal. The motel usually had an outdoor pool for the kids and plenty of free parking for the family car, typically right in front of or beside the room. Thus there was no need to check in or out every time someone wanted to leave the premises. Plus with no clerks, no doormen, and no bellhops, no money had to be spent on tipping. All the guest had to do was step out of the motel room, jump into the family car conveniently parked right outside, and take off for fun and adventure—perfect for the more contemporary, on-the-go tourist.

    The genesis of what would later become the modern tourist motel in The Wildwoods actually began back in 1939, when the Ship Ahoy was built by Ben Schlenzig at Taylor and Ocean Avenues. The Ship Ahoy was a rectangular, two-story, wood-frame building with thirteen small, one- and two-bedroom units. A balcony with a wooden railing that resembled the rail of a ship, complete with real life preservers, wrapped around the front and sides of the building. The Ship Ahoy was not really a hotel, because there was no restaurant or lobby in the building—only a small office on the first floor, the rear of which also doubled as living quarters for the owner-operators. Each unit had its own bathroom, and thus there were no communal areas in the entire building.

    But the Ship Ahoy was not really a motel. It had no outdoor pool, was not L- or U-shaped, and had always been consistently listed in directories and telephone books under apartments. Two very similar motel-apartment buildings, the Sun Dial and Sun Deck, were built by Schlenzig at Andrew and Ocean Avenues in the 1940s. These were not strictly motels either. In the 1960s, the Ship Ahoy was moved from its original location and now stands at Washington and Baker Avenues in Wildwood, near City Hall. The Sun Dial and Sun Deck were also later moved to other locations.
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      The Ship Ahoy, built in 1939, was one of the earliest motel-style structures in Wildwood, predating the later Doo Wop motel buildings of the 1950s and 1960s.
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      Early postcard photo of Jay’s Motel, the first motel in The Wildwoods, built during the winter of 1951–52 by Morey Brothers Builders on Atlantic Avenue in Wildwood. David Williams Collection
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      A recent shot of the free-standing neon and stucco sign for Jay’s Motel, just before the building was demolished in June 2004. Al Alven

    

    The first building specifically referred to as a motel in The Wildwoods was the single-story Jay’s Motel, located at Hildreth and Atlantic Avenues in Wildwood. The original owners, the Juvinos, contracted Will and Lou Morey (known at the time as Morey Brothers Builders) to construct the building during the winter of 1951–52.

     

    The Morey Brothers

    Lewis J. and Wilbert C. Morey were born under modest circumstances in tiny West Wildwood—Lou in 1925 and Will in 1927. After World War II, the two brothers built a number of single-family dwellings in The Wildwoods, and in 1950, they made their partnership legal with the formation of Morey Brothers Builders. Jay’s Motel was their first motel project, but it was not typical of their later motel buildings. Inspired by winter vacations in Florida, the Morey brothers based Jay’s on the style of many Florida motels of the period, with pink stucco outer walls and jalousie windows. It also featured an outdoor swimming pool and a separate building that did double duty as the motel’s office and the owners’ living quarters.

    
       [image: ]
      Mid-century motel designer and builder Lewis J. Morey Sr. at his drawing board. Lou Morey Jr. Collection

    

    For whatever reason, the Morey brothers decided to dissolve their formal partnership on December 31, 1955. In early 1956, Will began construction of the Fantasy Motel at 131 West Rio Grande Avenue in Wildwood. At an overall cost of $125,000, a huge sum for the time, the Fantasy was advertised as being the “Newest Look” in motel design for The Wildwoods, and it certainly was that. It consisted of twenty-one units on two floors and was shaped like a large L, with a rectangular outdoor pool located in the elbow. All the rooms were connected to one another by an outdoor wraparound balcony decorated with rectangular panels that each had a lightning bolt design in the center. The color scheme of the motel was eye-catching, with bright yellow exterior walls and pastel sea green doors. But what really made the building unique was the southern section of the L, which faced Rio Grande Avenue. It was also two floors in height, with the motel office and summer living quarters for the owners, Will and his wife, Jacqueline, on the first floor. The second floor had a large, glassed-in playroom and lounge surrounded by an open-air sundeck. The lounge featured a gigantic, upswept roof design topped off by a large, ornate neon sign made by Allied Signs of Wildwood. The overall effect was completely new and modern, unlike anything seen before in the area.

    The Fantasy opened on April 29, 1956, and that date could be convincingly argued as being the beginning of the Doo Wop motel era in The Wildwoods. Though a few other motels had opened on the island since Jay’s in 1952, such as the Flame Inn Motel in North Wildwood and the Wingate Motel in Wildwood in 1953, the Fantasy represented a whole new concept in architecture that would start a building trend in The Wildwoods that would last well into the early 1970s. This trend was later referred to as mid-century modern or Doo Wop.
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      The Fantasy Motel, built in 1956 by Will Morey on Rio Grande Avenue in Wildwood, was the motel that initiated the Doo Wop architectural style in The Wildwoods.

    

    
       [image: ]
      The sign for the Flame Inn, an early motel in North Wildwood. Kyle Weaver

    

    Will’s new, futuristic-looking motel designs were inspired by similar buildings he had seen on winter vacation trips to Florida in the mid-1950s, particularly the motel structures built in Miami Beach and Fort Lauderdale by forward-thinking architect Morris Lapidus. Lapidus had studied architecture at Columbia University and was well established as a retail designer when he built his first hotel in 1954, the Fontainebleau, in Miami Beach. The Fontainebleau was different from anything that had been seen before. It was chock-full of imaginative, fanciful design elements such as cheese holes, round cutouts in the walls; woggles, free-form boomerang or amoeba shapes hanging from the ceilings; and exposed beanpoles, long, thin columns used as supports. Curved walls, columns ending in circles of light, and stairs that floated in space with no visible means of support added to the building’s modern-looking avant-garde ambience. Though many critics pooh-poohed it, the public loved it. The Fontainebleau was later used as a location for the 1960–62 ABC series SurfSide 6 and the 1964 James Bond film Goldfinger.
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      The Wildwood Diner, at Spencer and Atlantic Avenues in Wildwood, was built by the Superior Diner Company of Berlin, New Jersey, in 1955 and was expanded and enlarged in 1961. Constructed by one of Wildwood’s mayors, it was later owned by another. Kyle Weaver
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