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  Jones Beach




  “John Hanc’s history of Jones Beach is a delightful read, a nostalgic, absorbing trip back in time to the origins and the halcyon days of a treasured, New York institution. You can almost smell the cocoa butter!”




  —Kevin Baker, author of the best-selling New York-based trilogy Dreamland, Paradise Alley and Strivers Row




  “This is local history at its best. John Hanc’s lively, absorbing narrative is both nostalgic and sophisticated, a love letter to a cherished playground of his youth and a social history of an important, innovative suburban recreation area. We taste the saltwater taffy and see the clean, orderly world of Jones Beach spread before us, planned by the autocratic Robert Moses, yet a public space that fulfilled the ideals of a great democracy. Hanc shows us how a beach came to embody the American dream.”




  —Barnet Schecter, author of The Battle for New York and The Devil’s Own Work
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The crowded Central Mall area in 1957. Note the original flagpole to the right of the water tower.
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  Foreword




  BY ED LOWE




  Weekdays my childhood friends and neighbors gathered in the mornings at Amityville Village Beach, where we took swimming lessons and later dove into salt water 5 feet deep from a floating platform at the end of a pier that extended south from the beach.




  The water was the Great South Bay, separating the South Shore of Long Island from the barrier islands that protected it from the Atlantic. At their roughest, the waves produced by the bay hit your body more as an annoyance than an adventure. The “real” beach was across the bay, across the barrier island, at the ocean.




  If you didn’t have a boat to take you directly south to Babylon Town’s Gilgo Beach (and who did?) and you wanted to go to the real beach, you drove to Wantagh and took the parkway to the largest, oceanfront public bathing facility in the history of the world: Jones Beach State Park.




  My next-door neighbors on Hamilton Street had a 1942 Ford sedan, faded maroon. It sputtered a little, and it always continued gasping and wheezing for a half minute after the driver turned the ignition to the off position. Five of their kids—plus me, and maybe one other boy from the block, with towels and a few plastic buckets and a picnic basket filled with jelly sandwiches wrapped in aluminum foil and some potato chips and maybe some fruit—got wedged into that car on hot summer Saturday mornings. After the fashion of a sponge, the Wonder Bread always completely absorbed—subsumed—the Welch’s grape jelly by the time anybody distributed the sandwiches later in the day, so they really weren’t jelly sandwiches any more so much as matching pieces of jelly-flavored bread.




  I don’t know how we managed to fit into the Ford. I don’t know how we endured the heat inside, or the heat from outside, or from pressing, sweaty proximity to each other. I don’t remember how far we walked—barefoot, probably—when we finally arrived, their father having parked the car way to the north of the Atlantic Ocean in one of the endless lots of Jones Beach State Park. I don’t know how anybody kept everybody together when we returned to the car, hours and hours later, caked in ocean salt and basted with beach sand, our skin lobster red from the sun, our ears clogged, our brains exhausted from swimming, body surfing, tossing footballs, roaming, running, digging, arguing, and getting yelled at for getting lost or for getting sand on some body’s jelly bread.




  [image: Many families spent their summers at Jones Beach, including the Reilly family and friends, shown here in 1966.]
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  A 1950s view of the Central Mall area from the roof of the boardwalk refreshment stand




  But those are some of my first memories of Jones Beach; those and the panorama of endless sand and endless water, the endless boardwalk and the struggles to remove its inevitable splinters, the tastes of the Jones Beach hot dogs washed down with paper cups of cold cola, and the sweet saltwater taffy, which I believed was made with salt water, and the fresh water from the drinking fountains, and the cool, wet, sandy floor of the men’s room at the main bathhouse, and the majestic staircase of the mammoth pool, whose center diving board, 10 feet high, I would not dare try until I was nine years old.




  Wow. I’ve let that memory sit quietly by itself for a half century.




  I jumped. Other kids were diving. I couldn’t bear the thought of diving that far down, head first, or, worse, chest first.




  However, after I accepted the challenge and climbed all the steps to the high diving board, and pulled myself up by the thick metal railings, I was there. Up there. I couldn’t turn back, because . . . well, I couldn’t. I was terrified. I couldn’t turn.And, friends were watching me, and strangers. So, I couldn’t turn back even if I could.




  I walked slowly to the end of the board. Hundreds of people were in the pool below, far below, most of them swarming at the opposite end. I could see that they had left space for my body directly below me.




  I closed my eyes, held my nose, and jumped.




  I thought I never would hit the water. It took so long to arrive, I feared the rest of my party might have packed up and gone home without me. If I jumped on a Saturday, I didn’t land until Sunday.Then I sank, and sank, and then swam to the surface, kicking, groping, arriving there on Monday, gasping for air, swimming madly for the pool perimeter, and swearing that I would never again approach the high board.




  [image: Splashing and socializing in the refreshing West Bathhouse pool, 1950.]




  I never did, never even approached the two lower boards. I embraced a disdain for the pool, saying, “Why would anybody waste their time in a stupid old pool, when the entire ocean was a short walk away?”




  Funny that at sea level, at one of the flattest places on Earth, you could learn so much about heights and your respect for them.With my parents I attended all the Guy Lombardo–produced shows at the Jones Beach Marine Theatre. On humid summer nights, I watched softball pitcher Eddie Feigner, known with his team as the “The King and His Court,” as they humiliated whole other softball teams with an infield of three players, on the lighted softball fields at Jones Beach. I shot my first arrow at a target at Jones Beach, listened there to live bands, and saw people dancing in the offshore evening breeze at a pavilion just north of the boardwalk. I played pitch ‘n’ putt golf for the first time at Jones Beach. I also got body slammed by a giant wave, rolled over and over in bruising sand mixed with abrasive shells, and thought for the first time that I was going to die in the surf at Jones Beach.




  Three times, as a teen, I rode the utility bus west from Amityville to Wantagh, and then risked hitchhiking south on Wantagh State Parkway to Jones Beach, always worried that a New York State Parkway cop (long since merged with the New York State Police) would spot me before a generous motorist did.Twice, it was a parkway cop who picked me up and dropped me off at the central bathhouse. Both times officers warned me against the dangers of hitchhiking, said it was illegal, said I shouldn’t do it, and gave me the ride anyway. Only a few years later, it seems, hitchhiking became too dangerous.




  People who never have seen or experienced Jones Beach cannot know its significance to the generations who’ve found relief and relaxation there—and recreation, and rewarding employment, and lasting friendship, and romance, and contemplative peace and inspiration, and a repository for unparalleled memories of all that is good in a life, particularly a life lived on Long Island. Until now no one had ever written a real history of this vital part of Long Island life. I’m glad that John Hanc has done so—with words and pictures that tell the fascinating story of this place, so rich in memories . . . yours and mine.




  Ed Lowe joined Newsday as a reporter in 1969, and from 1976 until 2004 he was a columnist for the paper. Since 2005, he has been writing a weekly column for the Long Island Press and the Neighbor Newspapers.
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  Introduction




  The world has turned upside down. Reality has spun 180 degrees.At Jones Beach, 127,000 people have turned their backs to the ocean.




  It’s a scene rarely witnessed in three-quarters of a century of the beach’s history. Typically, on a day like this—sunny, clear, in the seventies—the gaze is almost irresistibly drawn the other way, to an unbending, unending line of beach, water, sky. Out to the acres of sand so finely graded it appears as if each grain was turned by hand; across the greenish-blue waters, framed by the distant outlines of ships; and finally to a horizon and sky so impossibly vast that it prompts children on shore to squint out, hands cupped over their eyes, and declare, “Mommy, I think I can see England.”




  Overlooking the fact that if you sailed in a straight line from the beach you’d be headed not east to Europe but south to the Caribbean, such flights of fancy are understandable. Jones Beach State Park is located on the south shore of New York’s Long Island, about 27 miles east of Manhattan. All of metropolitan New York and New Jersey’s shorefronts have their charms, but only at Jones Beach does one get this sense of the unlimited. From the sprawling 6 miles of beaches to the spiraling towers of its art deco architecture, the sheer expanse of this colossal composition—recently and rightfully declared a historic landmark—is designed to demand full attention and endless possibility. Over the years Jones Beach has drawn praise from architects, municipal planners, historians, and editorial pages writers. Some of it suggests that the project is worthy of greater regard than as simply a place for a weekend’s diversion. “Jones Beach speaks of a government dedicated to providing a truly noble public environment,” New York Times architecture critic Paul Goldberger wrote. “It is a kind of people’s palace.”




  For the people themselves—several generations of New Yorkers and visitors from all over the world—Jones Beach has provided the backdrop for warm summer memories. They know that you can come to Jones Beach to do many things, including not much of anything. But the one thing you cannot do is ignore it.




  It would take something powerful to steal attention from this view. And on the Saturday of Memorial Day weekend 2005, the unofficial kickoff to the summer season, that something is about to appear. Whether spread out on blankets in bikinis or shorts, or huddled up in jackets and trousers on lawn chairs, this enormous crowd has turned to concentrate on one point: the Jones Beach water tower—itself worthy of sustained study, as it is the 231-foot beacon that has shown visitors the way here for nearly seventy-five years.




  [image: Packed parking lots on a crowded summer day.]




  One could only hope that some would take this moment to notice the tower’s intricate brick and stone work, its ornate peak, its Venetian stylings; that it might spark curiosity among them as to just how something straight out of the Italian Renaissance would have ended up here. At the center of this crowd, standing by a temporary two-story command center constructed on the boardwalk for this weekend, Sue Guliani looked around and smiled. This is something she does often, and not just because her job is to spend every day at the beach. Like most of the New York State parks employees who work here, Guliani has less connection with Albany than with the Atlantic. (Nor, it should be noted, does she have any connection with the famous, ex-New York City mayor of the same-sounding last name. However, when asked—which is often—she replies, “No relation, although I do have an Uncle Rudy.”)




  A native of Syosset, on Long Island’s North Shore—the one facing the sound, not the ocean—she has her own Jones Beach memories, and they are quintessential. While she was growing up, her father Richard worked as an engineer at Sperry’s, one of the many defense and aerospace companies that formed the backbone of Long Island’s economy during the Cold War and that provided employment for those who had emigrated from New York City to the developments emerging from the potato fields after World War II. On spring, summer, and early fall afternoons, Richard Guliani, who worked an early shift at the Sperry plant in Lake Success, would get home at 3:40. He and his wife Dorothy would pack the kids—Sue and her brothers Rick and Robert—and the chicken dinners Dorothy had cooked that afternoon into the car, and off to Jones Beach they’d go.




  At the West End ball field, the Guliani family would eat dinner and watch the Industrial League softball games, with the surf as the soundtrack. The men playing in these leagues in the 1950s and 1960s were veterans of World War II and Korea; many were still in their prime, and at a time when baseball was king in America, they were the kings of the night at Jones Beach. Games were hard fought and action packed. Sue remembers what a perk it was to be allowed to keep score, which taught her the sport she would later play and coach, before her career took her back to the beach.




  With a pager and cell phone clipped to her blue pants and a walkietalkie in her hand, Sue, now the director of Jones Beach State Park, was in constant demand this day. Arriving at around 6:30 A.M., she found the beach already stirring with walkers and joggers, early sunbathers and visitors jockeying for position for the main event. For the past few hours, she’d been speaking with representatives from an alphabet soup full of agencies—DOT, FAA, DEC, State Parks, State Parks Police, Coast Guard—and still had time for a quick word and hug for her parents, Richard (now retired) and Dorothy, who continue to come to Jones Beach, proud now to say that it’s their daughter who runs the place.




  This was tricky business, months in the works, and it was all about to culminate. A woman wearing a headset leaned over and said, “In sixty seconds, they’ll be over the tower.” As ominous music swelled over the garish loudspeakers that had been strung up along the boardwalk, a man with a voice like a boxing announcer hyped up a moment that needed no hype, or music, for that matter. “Are . . . you . . . rrrreadddyyyyy, Long Island?” he roared, as if about to introduce two heavyweights in a title bout.




  One hundred and twenty seven thousand pairs of eyes searched the sky. Even the waves seemed to stop. And then . . . whoosh, there they were: three red, white, and blue missiles, streaking over the tower in formation, the United States Air Force Thunderbirds, the precision flying team that would provide the grand finale to the air show—officially called the Bethpage Federal Credit Union Air Show, a reminder of the beach’s increasing dependence on outside sponsorship. The show had started at 10:00 A.M.; now, after four hours of World War I biplanes, World War II fighter planes, mock rescue missions by helicopters, stunt flying by F-15 jets, and precision parachute drops onto the beach by the Army’s Golden Knights team, the show was finally reaching its climax.




  The crowd cheered as the five F-16C jets—two others swept in from the west to join their mates—roared by at 1,200 miles per hour while Neil Diamond’s “America” blasted over the speakers, loud enough to be heard over the jets, whose noise level was measured at 113 decibels.




  The Long Island State Park Department came up with the idea of an air show to celebrate Jones Beach’s seventy-fifth anniversary in 2004. It was a home run. “This place,” said one parks official, “was made for this.”




  In one sense, he was right. The almost unlimited sight lines make it perfect for watching F-16s perform their rolls, loop-de-loops, and so-called knife’s edge pass (in which two jets fly seemingly straight at each other, narrowly avoiding collision), and the 2-mile-long boardwalk and its benches, not to mention the beach itself, create an unparalleled viewing area.




  The huge crowds on hand for the 2005 show were cause for celebration in part because, based on traffic patterns, these visitors seemed to be coming from Long Island, as well as New York City. This delighted park officials, who have long expressed concern and frustration over the declining attendance, especially from Nassau-Suffolk, the two suburban counties of Long Island. “People tell me, ‘I don’t go there anymore,’ ” lamented George Gorman, a Long Island State Parks administrator. “I want to scream when I hear that! This is a treasure in your own backyard.”




  [image: Jets soar into summer at the Jones Beach air show, 2006.]




  Indeed it is for me. Like Guliani and many other Long Islanders, Jones Beach figures into my earliest and some of my most precious memories. In my family, the attraction wasn’t dinner and a ball game. My dad hated baseball, softball, or any variation of it. He was Czech, and like most Europeans, he preferred other sports. One was swimming, which he did often at Jones Beach. In the 1960s we would drive there from our home in Malverne, a little, bucolic village tucked into the already-overdeveloped western edge of Nassau County. I remember watching my dad from the water’s edge, his arms periodically rising out of the water as he stroked far, far out, and then turned and came back to me.




  He couldn’t get enough of Jones Beach—and neither could my grandfather, who was able to leave Czechoslovakia and visit us on certain summers when the Communist authorities then in control of his country were feeling particularly charitable. I remember walking alongside them on the boardwalk on a brilliant summer day in 1966: my dad, then a fit and handsome man of forty-one; my erect, dignified grandfather, then in his early seventies, wearing a jaunty Jones Beach cap he’d bought from the souvenir shop on the boardwalk and puffing on a cigar. For them, this experience was nearly miraculous, and it wasn’t until later that I figured out why. They had grown up in a landlocked country. The beach—and particularly this beach, with its vast expanses and that open-endedness—was on a scale they could have never imagined in old Prague’s narrow, crooked streets.




  Jones Beach and I continued on together. As a teenager hanging out with my friends at West End II, the “new” section of the beach that became a boomer haven in the 1960s and 1970s, I did a few things I shouldn’t have, but had a lot of fun in the process. Later, as an uncertain twenty-five-year-old returning to Long Island after college and a few years working in Boston (where, I was shocked to find, you had to drive hours to find beaches even remotely as good as this), I drove down to Jones Beach on an unseasonably warm Sunday in March 1980.There, in the West End II parking lot, I struck up a conversation with a redheaded woman in a green Toyota. A year later we were married. Four years after that, we were divorced. The day she moved out, in May 1985, I ran a half-marathon footrace that started in Eisenhower Park in mid-Nassau County, headed 13 miles south, down the Wantagh Parkway, and finished on the Jones Beach boardwalk.




  My relationship with the redhead started and ended there, but my love affair with Jones Beach continued hot and heavy. I have returned there as a reporter for Newsday, writing about various aspects of the beach over the years, including a summer-long series commemorating the seventy-fifth anniversary. I have returned there to mourn the loss of the father who loved the place as much as I did and as a happily remarried father myself, hoping to introduce my son to one of his dad’s special places.




  At the Memorial Day weekend air show, nine-year-old Andrew Hanc was more impressed by seeing Greg Biffle’s #16 National Guard–sponsored NASCAR—one of the many special attractions held along the boardwalk that day as part of the air show—than he was with the grandeur of the beach. Perhaps such appreciation will develop as he gets older; perhaps not. Maybe, as some say, the days of large numbers of people coming to the beach for things other than air shows, fireworks displays, or concerts are gone. Jones Beach, after all, is not computerized. And the fact that it was used on this weekend as an open-air backdrop to what amounted to a live, giant-scale, reality TV show may be just a sign of the times.

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_011.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
P

An lllustrated History

John Hanc
With a Foreword by Ed Lowe

Special Photography Courtesy of the Long Island Regional Archive,
New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation

I)L ll()])L

(lil( 0

GUILFORD. CONNECTICUT





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_010.jpg
A Jets soar into summer at the Jones Beach air show, 2006.
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