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at Agecroft Hall in Richmond, drew inspiration from such great Virginia plantations as
Brandon, Westover, and Shirley as he developed a plan for the Cavalier grounds. Gillette’s
design included an entrance through wrought iron gates and past a brick serpentine wall
draped with English ivy, culminating with a flagstone court bordered with boxwood. He also
planted formal gardens and wisteria arbors around the hotel® Assisting Gillette was Anthony
Joseph Croonenberghs, the son of Belgian immigrants, who designed the Cavalier’s sunken
garden® Gillette’s most difficult task was to beautify the series of sandy terraces sweeping
eastward to the ocean. The result, reminiscent of Lower Brandon on the James, featured
grassy terraces with wide, brick herringbone pattern walks leading through beds of native
jasmine, bayberry, and myrtle to the brink of the sea. Upholding the resort’s reputation as a
health resort, the Cavalier had a ramp for “roller-chairs” to allow “invalids or persons

convalescing” to enjoy the terraces.” The gardens were intended to evoke the heritage of old

Virginia. It was noted:

Every effort has been made to surround the Cavalier . . . with an atmosphere
of quiet dignity and of comfort, where one may pursue comfort in drowsy,
leisurely flights, and in fancy may return to the stately homes of the Old
South, that flourished a century ago . . . .2

3Virginian-Pilot, April 9, 1927, Whelahan, 11.

%Wilson, 2.

Y] edger-Dispatch, April 5, 1927, Virginian-Pilot, April 9, 1927.
XVirginian-Pilot, April 9, 1927.
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Beyond the immediate Cavalier grounds were paths leading through the pine forest to Lake
Holly. Covered with water lilies, the lake was surrounded by cypress, pines, azaleas, wisteria,
laurel, live oak, and semi-tropical plants. Gillette wrote that this area was patterned after
Magnolia Gardens near Charleston, South Carolina.?

When it opened on April 7, 1927, the Cavalier was truly one of the grandest hotéls
on the Atlantic coast. J. Leslie Kincaid, president of American Hotels Corporation, which had
been chosen to operate the hotel, even remarked that the Cavalier “is the finest resort hotel
in America, and I have seen them all.” On hand for the hotel’s opening ceremonies were
Virginia Governor Harry F. Byrd and more than 100 newspaper reporters. Byrd declared that
he favored the Cavalier as the official summer capitol of Virginia, although no action was
taken toward that end.* The ceremonies, enjoyed by more than 7,000 people, were broadcast
from the hotel’s own 500-watt radio station, WSEA, which was the nation’s third station to
broadcast coast to coast.*» WSEA later became the first American radio station welcoming
back Charles Lindbergh as his ship passed Cape Henry after his famous solo transatlantic
airplane flight

The Cavalier quickly restored Virginia Beach’s air of sophistication, recapturing

affluent white society. At the hotel guests enjoyed afternoon tea and cinnamon toast beside

BLedger-Dispatch, April 5, 1927.

¥fbid., April 4, 1927; Virginian-Pilot, April 6, 8, 1927.
3Virginian-Pilot, April 6, 7, 1927, Wilson, 5.

3] edger-Dispatch, June 11, 1927; Wilson, 7.
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the pool, on the verandas, or on the garden terraces, as well as tennis, croquet, and
swimming, Although the Cavalier did not have a golf course initially, it planned to create one
on ninety acres lying in Bird Neck Point and surrounded by Linkhorn Bay. The tract was
donated by Richard Crane, owner of Westover plantation and minister to Czechoslovakia
under President Wilson. In the meantime, guests had the privilege of using the Princess Anne
Country Club’s links or the nine-hole miniature course on the Cavalier lawn.*® Inside the
hotel, guests enjoyed such conveniences as a sport shop, beauty and barber shops, a
confectionery shop, and even a branch of Smith and Welton, a fashionable Norfolk store.*
Among the Cavalier’s distinguished guests in its early years were Presidents Calvin Coolidge
and Herbert Hoover, Eleanor Roosevelt, F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, Rudy Vallee, and Will
Rogers. Another of the hotel’s notable patrons, Adolph Coors, the founder of Coors
Brewery, jumped to an enigmatic death from a sixth-floor window of the Cavalier on June 5,
1929.% As had always been typical of Virginia Beach’s hotels and cottages, nearly all
of the Cavalier’s employees were African Americans. Most were housed in quarters at the
rear of the hotel, separated from the cottages where the Cavalier’s few white workers lived}.
One bellman later recalled that in 1927 he received five dollars per week, plus tips, housing,

uniform, medical care, and one meal daily. The employees, like those of other establishments,

3L edger-Dispatch, May 9, 1926; Virginian-Pilot, April 9, 1927, Whelahan, 14;
Wilson, 4.

ML edger-Dispatch, April 5, 1927, Virginian-Pilot, April 9, 1927.

3Beacon, July 25/26, 1989; Wilson, 4-5.
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were forbidden to enjoy the beach, except during the late-night hours. However, Carlos
Wilson, who became a bellman about ten years after the Cavalier opened, recalls that African
Americans were subject to arrest if they stayed on the beach “too long” into the early morning
hours® Thus, the Cavalier depended on black labor and cared for its workers in a
paternalistic way while rigidly adhering to the social dictates of ihe day.

From the outset, the Cavalier promoted itself as a haven for sportsmen in the tradition
of the old Princess Anne hotel. It was suggested that one could drive down the hard, sandy
beach to the famous Back Bay duck shooting grounds. Partridges, pheasants, and turkeys
were said to be plentiful in Princess Anne County and Currituck County, North Carolina,
while the Dismal Swamp purportedly yielded deer, opossum, and raccoons. In the
“wilderness of chinquepins, blackberries, and tall trees” of the Cape Henry “Desert,”
sportsmen would find foxes, rabbits, and quail. To accommodate hunters, the Cavalier
provided a kennel for hunting dogs and would furnish dogs for those who did not bring their
own. Sportsmen could even be supplied with guns and guides for their expeditions.”’

The Cavalier also catered to equestrians with its riding academy, directed by two
nationally-known instructors, E. T. Zollicoffer and Mrs. Fontaine Maury Thraves. Teaching
cross-country, jumping, and ring craft, the academy also hoped to secure a pack of fox

hounds and offer drag hunting. Surrounding the hotel were many miles of bridle paths leading

%Virginian-Pilot, April 9, 1927, Wilson, 6; Carlos Wilson, interview by author,
Virginia Beach, October 11, 1995.

Virginian-Pilot, April 9, 1927.
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to Linkhorn and Broad Bays and the “Desert.” Soon the academy would offer horse shows
that lent the hotel an aura of old England.®®

The key to the Cavalier’s immense success lay both in advertising and accessibility.
Immediately the hostelry received attention from various transportation companies. The
Norfolk and Western Railway devoted a full page in its time table to the Cavalier, while the
Pennsylvania Railroad included a description of the hotel on the back of its dining car menu
cards. It was noted that other railroads and steamship lines soon would follow suit.** When
the hotel opened, both the Pennsyivania Railroad and the Norfolk and Western Railway
inaugurated trains dubbed the “Cavalier” that ran directly to the newly-built Cavalier station
on the Norfolk Southern line. By the middle of the 1928 season, Pullman service was
introduced, allowing passengers to board a Pullman coach in Chicago or New York and travel
non-stop to the Cavalier.* In addition the Cavalier boasted that it lay “diréctly on the Ocean
Highway, the fastest and safest route from New York to Florida.”*! Although this assertion
concealed the fact that the Cavalier really was a fair drive east of this automobile route, it was
true that Virginia Beach was becoming more and more accessible by car. In the two years
after the Cavalier opened, the drive from Richmond was shortened considerably. In 1928 the

Norfolk-Richmond Short Route, or “King’s Highway,” sliced thirty miles off the trip. One

3¥Ibid.; Wilson, 3.

Ledger-Dispatch, April 5, 1927.

““Ibid., April 8, 1927, June 26, 1928; Virginian-Pilot, April 9, 1927.
““Whelahan, 13.
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year later Shore Drive was éompletely paved, offering people residing anywhere north of the
James River a much more direct route to the resort.*> (See Map 4.) Indeed, the Cavalier
could attribute its success in large part to the ease with which it could be reached.

As travel conditions improved, so did the Cavalier’s offerings. In 1929 the Cavalier
Beach Club and the Cavalier Country Club opened to guests. (See Map 4.) Situated on the
edge of the beach in front of the hotel, the beach club featured a clubhouse, bulkheaded
dancefloor along the oceanfront, and many colorful cabanas of the type first used at Lido and
subsequently made famous at the blossoming Florida resorts. The club was open to all guests
of the Cavalier as well as to many Norfolkians who chose to become members. It
immediately became the home of popular dances and concerts and eventually drew many of
the most famous entertainers.** The new country club featured a clubhouse of Bermudian
architecture overlooking Linkhorn Bay. Some of the golf course’s holes wére modeled after
those of several famous courses, including North Berwick and St. Andrews in Scotland and
the Chicago Golf Club’s Fox Chapel course.* By the end of the decade, the Cavalier rightly
could claim to be a complete resort hotel.

While the Cavalier played an integral role in the development of Virginia Beach, the

1920s witnessed numerous other additions and improvements to the seaside resort. Rising

[ edger-Dispatch, August 24, 1928, July 29, 1929.

“SWhelahan, 13; Virginia Beach promotional brochure, ca. 1930, Edgar T. Brown
Collection.

“edger-Dispatch, June 30, 1930.
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from the barren site of the old Princess Anne Hotel, at Sixteenth and Atlantic, the New Ocean
Casino opened on May 30, 1925, offering vacationers and locals a second amusement center.
(See Map 4.) The casino, with its trademark green and white striped roof and gigantic
saltwater swimming pool, attracted a crowd of more than 7,000 to its ballroom alone on
opening night, slicing into the older Virginia Beach Casino’s business.** The new casino, to
be sure, was not significantly different from its competitor fifteen blocks to the north. Both
offered a ballroom, swimming pool, bathhouses, concessions, amusement rides, games, and
“shore dinners.” The New Casino boasted the “Caterpillar” roller coaster, merry-go-round,
“Aeroplane Swing,” “Custer Car Race Track” (bumper cars), and numerous other rides and
games, but these also could be found at the old casino. Likewise, the new casino’s hot stand,
soda fountain, orange juice stand, tobacco shop, and Japanese gift shop mirrored the old
casino’s offerings.* Like its competitor, the new center periodically presented weekly
spectacles such as “Delmar’s Wonderful Fighting Lions.”” The fact that two amusement
centers with overlapping attractions were now in operation suggests the confidence people
began to hold in Virginia Beach’s future growth.

If Virginia Beach displayed much promise as a great resort, its land values remained

quite low as late as 1925. That year Mount Vernon, New York, capitalist Elmer Laskin -

“Ibid., May 29, June 1, 1925.
“Tbid., May 29, July 2-4, 11, 1926, May 19, 29, 1928.

“'Tbid., August 3, 1926.
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visited the town and was amazed that land was so cheap. Convinced of the desirability of the
area, Laskin quickly purchased over $300,000 worth of property lying mostly west of the old
casino. Having been informed of the lucrative potential of the beach, his brother Louis and
- father Jacob Laskin, and Louis Siegel, also from New York, bought an additional $500,000
in land. Forming the Laskin-Siegel Syndicate, the entrepreneurs began a determined effort
to construct amusement attractions and hotels. The syndicate obtained a twenty-year lease
on the Virginia Beach Casino and set about to improve its ability to compete with the newer
complex to its south. Renaming the casino “Seaside Park,” the capitalists refurbished the
facility in time for the 1926 season.** (See Map 4.) In addition to renovating the casino, the
syndicate gradually added a Venetian swing, Ferris wheel, Dutch mill ride, miniature railroad,
the Parisian Cafe and Coffee Shop, and Club Parisienne, which offered vaudeville acts.** The
Laskins continued to offer special weekly attractions, including “Peejay Rengens — World’s
Greatest Diver” and Daredevil Del Roy, who would, it was advertised, “drive from 17th
Street to the Casino blindfolded and tied to [his] car.”® Responding to the increase in
automobile use, Seaside Park provided nine blocks of parking for 3,000 to 4,000 cars and

even operated two filling stations.”

“Ibid., July 3, 1926.

“Ibid., May 27, 1926, May 28, 1927, May 29, 1930.
*Ibid., August 6, 1926, May 31, 1930.

$\Ibid,, May 27, 1926.
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The Laskins realized that they needed a focal point for Seaside Park that would ensure
its success. The men naturally turned to the popular ballroom, renaming it “Peacock
Danceland” and featuring it prominently in Seaside Park advertisements. The enlarged 8,400-
square-foot ballroom, which managed to attract some Victor recording orchestras, proved
to be as successful as the corporation had envisioned, not only assuring the casino a lasting
place among Virginia Beach attractions but seemingly catapulting it ahead of its popular
rival.*? By 1929, some New Ocean Casino and Seaside Park stockholders joined to form
Oceanside Parks, Incorporated, and bought the New Ocean Casino. Headed by Louis Siegel,
this new company opted to run the newer facility two nights a week as a night club and
cabaret while leaving its rides and games intact, giving Seaside Park’s Peacock ballroom an
added boost.”

In addition to reworking Seaside Park the Laskin-Siegel Syndicaté saw the need for
more hotels at Virginia Beach. At the beginning of the decade the resort had numerous inns,
but only five - Albemarle Hall, the Arlington, the Chalfonte, Courtney Terrace, and the
Pocahontas — had more than fifty rooms. (See Map 4.) The largest, Courtney Terrace, could
accommodate only half the number of guests the old Princess Anne had housed. In 1926 the
syndicate erected three new buildings between Sixth and Tenth Streets. Two of them,

Pontiac and Traymore Apartments, were the first major apartment buildings at Virginia

2bid., May 27, 1926, May 26, 1928, May 29, 1930.
$1bid., May 28, 1929.
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Beach. The third was the three-story stucco Spanish-style Pinewood Hotel. The sixty-room
inn boasted French cuisine and ceiling fans in every room.**

The Laskins were not alone in constructing new accommodations for Virginia Beach’s
swelling crowds. From Rudee Inlet to Sea Pines, the resort strip added several substantial
inns in the latter half of the 1920s, while some existing cottages expanded into hotels. The
greystone Tait cottage expanded greatly in 1925 to become the largest hotel at the resort.
Although situated several blocks north of the site of the old Princess Anne Hotel, the 110-
room establishment adopted the legendary hotel’s name.** The following year, two major
hotels opened, in addition to the Pinewood Hotel. The Mediterranean-style Edgewater Hotel,
with its pastel stucco exterior, cloisters, and tile roof] and the colonial Martha Washington
Hotel and Apartments added fifty and sixty-one rooms, respectively.* One year after the
grand 195-room Cavalier opened in 1927, the sixty-room Waverly Hotel opened. Reportedly
modeled after the resort hotels in southern California, the Waverly was built of shale bricks
with jade-green trim. It featured a red-painted piazza, awnings, two dining rooms, a sports
shop, and a beauty parlor. Although originally conceived as one of two eight-story hotels
three years earlier, the hotel’s scaled-back design was still a significant contribution to the

emerging hotel line.*’

$Ibid., May 22, July 3, 1926; Beacon, February 7, 1993.
Ledger-Dispatch, July 3, 1925; Postcard, Edgar T. Brown Collection.
%6Ibid., May 29, 1926; Postcards, Edgar T. Brown Collection.

$TLedger-Dispatch, August 6, 1925, June 15, 1928.
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If the opulent Cavalier appealed to the sophisticated traveler, Virginia Beach’s other
hotels enticed vacationers who primarily required the comforts of home. In 1925 at least
twenty Virginia Beach hotels and cottages advertised their home-cooked fare. The Shoreham
promised a “Generous Southern Table of Deliciously Prepared Foods [that] will please the
most fastidious.” Most explicitly touted their “home-cooked foods” or “home cooking.”**
This emphasis on providing guests with the a home-like sojourn was yet another reason
Virginia Beach had become a favorite fainily vacation spot. To be sure, the fact that the
resort’s attracts and amusements, never as gaudy or racy as fhose at Atlantic City and Coney
Island, could be enjoyed by all members of the family was equally important. However, it is
particularly significant that Virginia Beach’s inns assured vacationers’ ability to transfer their
daily lives and practices to their seaside “home-away-from-home.” The family atmosphere
these inns fostered was the crux of Virginia Beach’s unique appeal.

As hotels began to bespeckle the cottage line, Virginia Beach’s citizens decided the
oceanfront would benefit from a more permanent boardwalk linking the resort’s hotels and
attractions. Since the first wooden-plank boardwalk was built in 1888, it had been washed
out repeatedly by storms. By 1925 the townspeople saw the wisdom of constructing a

modern concrete seawall and promenade. To this end they organized the Virginia Beach

Walkway Corporation in 1927 with the goal of promoting a $250,000 bond issue to finance

$8Tbid., July 3, 1925.
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the project.® At their urging the townspeople approved the issue by a vote of 198-9, and the
following year a twenty-foot-wide ribbon of concrete stretched from Seventh to Thirty-fifth
Streets.® The promenade ensured a greater sense of cohesion along its two-mile path, as well
as facilitating more mobility of pedestrians between various points of interest.

With the resort’s attractions and accommodations much expanded and improved,
promoters worked to cast Virginia Beach’s name far and wide. They knew that Virginia
Beach enjoyed a salubrious climate, thanks to its moderate latitude and proximity to the Guif
Stream, and afforded a juxtaposition of ocean and pines almost unique on the middle Atlantic
coast. Statisticians told them that the seaside resort lay within twelve hours’ journey of 30
million people.! The problem was how to project the favorable image of the seashore town
to as many of those millions as possible.

Virginia Beach’s boosters found several vehicles for dispersing their message. Real
estate and transportation interests played a key role, as did the media. F. A. Van Patten, a
Norfolk realtor, negotiated with Merchants and Miners Transportation Company of Boston
to promote the beach on its steamship line. Other companies touting Virginia Beach were the
Chesapeake and Ohio Railway and the Chesapeake Steamship Company. The resort appeared

in various companies’ newspaper advertisements from New York to Miami.® Norfolk radio

Mansfield, 134.
%Ledger-Dispatch, May 18, 1927, May 26, 1928.
SiIbid., July 3, 1925.

1bid., May 25, July 10, 1926, May 26, 1928.
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station WTAR agreed to ptomote the beach on the air, reaching listeners 500 miles away in
all directions.® The Norfolk-Portsmouth Chamber of Commerce was almost as interested in
publicizing the resort as was its Virginia Beach counterpart, for it hoped to capitalize on its
proximity to the beach to increase area retail sales and enhance Norfolk’s reputation. To this
end, the chamber advertised “Splendid Surf Bathing at Norfolk” in Norfolk, Richmond,
Washington, Baltimore, Brooklyn, and Buffalo newspapers, as well as Harper’s, Scribner’s,
Country Life, Atlantic Monthly, and National Geographic. Perhaps the most exciting
opportunity came in 1925 when Martin Stern Productions of New York agreed to make a
newsreel billing Virginia Beach as the “mid-Atlantic playground.”*

Although it cannot be known to what extent these promotional endeavors succeeded
in luring visitors from far away, it seems that Virginia Beach never drew a majority of its
patrons from beyond Virginia, Maryland, and North Carolina. While most eastern states were
represented in the frequent newspaper lists of persons staying at various hotels and cottages,
the vast majority were from Virginia and surrounding states. To be sure, the Cavalier, like
the old Princess Anne, drew many wealthy northerners. However, the other hostelries were
certainly less exclusive and were patronized more often by the Richmond or Norfolk merchant

and his family than the New York tycoon. Thus, Virginia Beach did not become a resort

©Ibid., May 26, 1928. The beach also enjoyed daily publicity on radio station
WSEA.

#Tbid., July 25, 1925, May 29, July 7, 1926.
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dominated by northerners, just as Atlantic City and Coney Island never attracted a majority
of southerners.

For the future of Virginia Beach, the origin of its vacationers mattered less than the
fact that they came in increasing numbers. Although one must, of course, use caution in
relying on the accuracy of population estimates, it is clear that Virginia Beach’s “summer
population” rose substantially. In 1915 it was estimated that the town had 5,000 to 6,000
summer inhabitants on most days. Fourteen years later about 25,000 stayed at the beach on
a typical summer day, representing about a five-fold increase.® Clearly, Virginia Beach had
blossomed into a considerable seaside resort.

Virginia Beach’s popularity must not be seen only as the result of local progressivism
and boosterism. Rather, it should be viewed as a single example of the many American
seaside resorts that were beginning to enjoy great prosperity. While Virginia Beach gradually
became the best-known resort in the Norfolk area, its rival Ocean View actually drew equal
or greater crowds even in the late 1920s, mainly from the immediate city and its environs.%
Farther away, other resorts received considerable promotion from railroads and steamship
lines, particularly by the late 1920s. One could travel on the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad

from Norfolk to the emerging Gulf of Mexico resorts of Clearwater, Fort Myers, or Naples,

Florida, for less than $40 roundtrip, or to Key West for under $50. (See Map 5.) Atlantic

$Princess Anne Times, May 21, 191S; Virginian-Pilot, May 28, 1929.

%Ledger-Dispatch, July 18, 1927, July 5, 1929.
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City could be reached from Norfolk via the Baltimore Steam Packet Company steamships for
only $13. For the same cost, one could take a sixteen-day Pennsylvania Railroad excursion
stopping at Atlantic City, Wildwood, Cape May, Ocean City, Sea Isle City, Anglesea, Avalon,
Peermont, and Stone Harbor, New Jersey. A similar trip to the Long Branch and Asbury
Park area was only slightly more expensive. The Southern Railway offered a fifteen-day
excursion with Pullman service to one’s choice of resorts in western North Carolina’s
Appalachian Mountains -- Asheville, Saluda, Black Mountain, Hendersonville, Brevard, and
Lake Junaluska — for under $20.” (See Map 5.) Indeed, an American propensity to vacation
was developing rapidly in the late 1920s, for just a few years earlier, railroad and steamship
schedules listed primarily major cities as destinations. Thus, Virginia Beach’s growth in the
1920s corresponded with national trends.

Not only did the 1920s witness a marked upturn in resort activity at Virginia Beach,
the decade brought a real estate boom unprecedented in the town’s history. As in the growth
of the beach’s resort offerings, its growing real estate popularity may be traced both to local
initiative and national antecedents. Indeed, the 1920s ushered in a brief but intense era of
rampant growth and confidence that fueled a frenzied level of real estate speculation.
Although real estate values at Virginia Beach were not inflated to the extent of those in much
of Florida, some evidence suggests that considerable speculation did occur at the beach as

well. The peak activity occurred in 1925, when in one ten-day period six new realty firms

“Ibid., May 2, 17, July 26, August 2, 1927.
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opened in Norfolk to handle only Virginia Beach real estate.®® In the Fourth of July week,
$100,000 of property reportedly changed hands. S. L. Nusbaum and Company of Norfolk
announced $200,000 in sales in only one month.®® Real estate values, assessed by the
Commonwealth, rarely matched the prices realtors asked on the market. Building lots, often
50 X 150 feet, were assessed between $50 and $1,680 in 1926.° However, in Norfolk
newspapers, lots ranged from $200 to as much as $8,500. In one instance a company offered
lots assessed at $50 for $250 to $600, or five to twelve times their actual value.” Lots in
South Virginia Beach, including those in the developments of Brighton, Ocean Grove, and
Tecumseh Beach, were less inflated because few people wanted to buy land where a promised
southward extension of Atlantic Avenue across Rudee Inlet had failed to materialize for more
than twenty years. These lots, assessed between $5 and $40, appear to have been bought up
in large quantities by speculators who hoped they would become valuable in the future.”

As in Florida, wealthy capitalists descended upon Virginia Beach, convinced of its
ability to earn them money. At least one, Louis Siegel of New York, vehemently denied any

intentions of producing a boom through wild speculation.”™ Barron G. Collier of New York,

“Mansfield, 134.

Ledger-Dispatch, July 13, 23, 1925.

™Virginia Land Tax Record, 1926, Princess Anne County.
""Ibid., Ledger-Dispatch, May 15, 1925.

™Virginia Land Tax Record, 1926, Princess Anne County.
BLedger-Dispatch, July 24, 1926.
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developers knew how to handle large-scale projects.” Shadow Lawn Heights proved a great
success. By the end of 1925 almost all of the development’s 1,300 lots had been sold.”

Numerous other subdivisions opened at Virginia Beach during the 1920s. Among the
more noteworthy were Linkhorn Park, Ubermeer, Bird Neck Point, Cavalier Shores, and
Rudee Heights. All but the latter were situated north of Seaside Park, indicating a continued
northward trend in development at the beach. The real estate market was decidedly far more
active than in previously decades, when Norfolk newspapers listed very little beach property
for sale. Thus, the 1920s saw Virginia Beach grow into a substantial town whose environs
were dotted with new neighborhoods.

Although Virginia Beach gradually was evolving an urban landscape, it still was small
and isolated enough to be a haven for criminal activity. After national prohibition was passed
in 1920, Princess Anne County played a considerable role in the production and distribution
of illegal distilled spirits. The county also lay at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, a favorite
haunt of rum-runners hoping to elude authorities and get their product to the thirsty cities of
the Middle Atlantic region. The wilds of the Cape Henry “Desert” had long been regarded
as a “paradise for moonshiners.” In fact, most of the illicit rum supply for Norfolk and

Virginia Beach came from the Desert.”

7SIbid., May 9, June 5, 1924, May 20, 1925.
76[bid., May 29, 1926.

TIbid., July 30, 1925.
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The issue of bootlegging had long divided the townspeople of Virginia Beach. Those
in favor of allowing liquor sales and consumption included many hotel keepers, while the most
vociferous opponents of liquor often were affiliated with one of the town’s five churches. In
elections the town’s candidates often squared off along “wet/dry” lines. State-sanctioned
prohibition had been in effect since 1916, but Virginia Beach officials, who had tended to
ignore the problem of Sunday alcohol sales in the past, seldom made a concerted effort to
curb drinking after national prohibition ensued. As a result, in 1921 some angry local citizens
formed the Law and Order League, better known as the “Purity Squad,” to assist state
officials in catching outlaws. At least one major raid on a Virginia Beach hotel was made in
1923 when agents discbvered corn liquor at the Spotswood Arms Hotel’s soft drink stand.
The county’s most notorious bootlegger, Alonzo “Speed” Fentress, never was sentenced until
1935, despite many arrests, which suggests that the resolve to punish such offenders was
weak. Throughout the 1920s, Fentress often was seen in his “heavily fortified Cadillac,”
careening down Princess Anne roads.”

One May night in 1923, one of three rum-running ships sailing under the Union Jack
made a break for shore just north of Virginia Beach. As the outlaws’ “shore representative”
waited by the beach, the British ship unloaded 1,800 cases of Scotch liquor from Bermuda.

The $35 cases then were stuffed into trucks and taken to Norfolk for distribution. Although

"Stephen S. Mansfield, “The ‘Purity Squad’ Versus the Bootleggers: Prohibition
in Princess Anne County,” Olde Times 4, no. 2 (1991): 4-9; Charles E. Barco, interview
with author, tape recording, Virginia Beach, October 10, 1995. Barco is the son of the
third mayor of Virginia Beach.
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the authorities failed to intercept this run, they soon caught the smuggling ring, which was
responsible for a total of $1 million in contraband landed from off the Virginia capes.”
Although no other similar instances were reported at the beach, the continuing presence of
rum-runners bobbing just offshore was a constant reminder that the area was a strategic site
for smuggling syndicates. Thus, the 1920s brought Virginia Beach more than hotels,
amusements, businesses, and houses.

Aside from the problems associated with Prohibition, Virginia Beach enjoyed a decade
of boundless confidence and prosperity. In the 1920s the seaside resort possessed for the first
time a sense of civic cooperation that helped solve nagging infrastructure problems and secure
financial backing for needed resort development. This immense effort, combined with a
freewheeling national economy, an increasingly mobile society eager to vacation, and
numerous interested capitalists willing to invest in the beach, brought about a radical
transformation of Virginia Beach. For the first time in its fifty-year history the dream of a
major seaside resort had been realized.

Virginia Beach had suffered many setbacks in a half century. The early railroad from
Norfolk, conceived as the link necessary to open up the beach, took thirteen years to stabilize
financially under the care of the Vanderbilt interest. The first period of prosperity at the
resort was strengthened when the new Chesapeake Transit Company bought out the older

railroad, ending the short period when two competing railroads running to different resorts

®Ledger-Dispatch, May 25, 26, 1923,
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threatened to undermine Virginia Beach as the dominant ocean resort. When the Princess
Anne Hotel burned in 1907, the beach mourned the loss of its ability to attract wealthy
northemers, but soon the Virginia Beach Casino began luring Norfolkians in droves, more
than offsetting the lost patronage. Following a period of stagnation during World War I,
Virginia Beach surged forth with renewed vigor in the 1920s. As dozens of hotels and
cottages were erected, the beach was transformed into a two-mile strip with a more urban
feel. The Cavalier Hotel recaptured the lost “upper crust,” winning Virginia Beach the
acclaim it had missed for twenty years after its first hotel burned. Most important, the beach
became a thriving town with many shops and services and a heightened sense of community,
particularly significant in light of three centuries with no true town in Princess Anne. The
seaside town enjoyed a rapid rise in the number of real estate transactions as Norfolkians and
even Florida developers raced to open offices to deal in Virginia Beach property. Following
nearly a decade of unbroken prosperity, the Great Stock Market Crash of 1929 capped the
seaside resort’s spectacular growth. Though Virginia Beach did avoid a total collapse during
the Great Depression by continuing to attract a fair number of vacationers, it settled into a

role it had played so often before — holding its own while dreaming of a boundless future.



Epilogue

Importantly, Virginia Beach’s remarkable expansion during the 1920s not only left it
with a luster that even the Great Depression could not tarnish completely, it also provided a
solid basis for continued growth once the national crisis eased. The vast improvements in
accommodations during the 1920s assured Virginia Beach the privilege of continuing to
attract conventions, which brought in money and stability. The development of two first-class
amusement centers offered inexpensive and accessible pleasure that could not succumb in
hard times. The building of a concrete promenade to replace the old boardwalk lent an
element of permanence while creating a “spine” to anchor the resort strip. Perhaps most
important, the evolution of a permanent community gave the beach staying power. That is,
the town no longer was boarded up in winter and left to the elements. Rather, it had its own
year-round population (1,719 in 1930), businesses, churches, civic organizations, and clubs.!

During the 1930s Virginia Beach added few new facilities to host summer visitors.
Nevertheless, the resort began to attract big-name entertainers, particularly to the Cavalier
Beach Club, which gradually became the largest hirer of big bands in the world. In the 1930s

and 1940s, the club enjoyed the performances of Glenn Miller, Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey,

! Andriot, 691.
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Guy Lombardo, Ella Fitzgerald, Frank Sinatra, and many others. Elsewhere in the Virginia
Beach area, the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) gave the resort its most enduring New
Deal legacy, Seashore State Park, carved from the semi-tropical tangles of the Cape Henry
“Desert” in 1936. The resort enjoyed one controversial year of greyhound racing in 1935.
Almost doomed from the start, the track was accused of encouraging betting. In retaliation,
the track owners quipped that if they were shut down, so too should be the many slot
machines allegedly in operation in the resort town. The dog track became best remembered
as the impetus for a major crackdown on businesses abetting gambling 2

World War II shut down Virginia Beach’s growth, which had resumed briefly in the
late 1930s. During the war, the town endured “black outs” every night in which all lights
were shut off to prevent the silhouetting of American ships at sea, making them less
vulnerable to attack. The U.S. Navy took over the Cavalier for use as a radar training school
from 1942 to 1945, draining “The Plunge” to create an auditorium. Following the war the
resort lay in disrepair. Many hotels had been neglected, and tourism waned. In 1947 Norfolk
Southern, bowing to automobile competition, discontinued rail passenger service to the
oceanfront, ending a sixty-five-year tradition at the beach. After the war ended, the flood of
soldiers back into the United States, eager to build new homes and new lives, led to the
beginning of Virginia Beach’s growth as a suburb of Norfolk. The ensuing population growth

was bolstered by an increase in military personnel at the beach. By the mid-1940s, Virginia

2] edger-Dispatch, July 5, 10, 11, August 10, 1935.
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Beach had become home to Fort Story, Camp Pendleton (formerly the State Rifle Range),
Oceana Naval Air Station, Dam Neck Coast Guard Station, and Little Creek Naval
Amphibious Base.* By 1950 the beach had a population of more than 5,000, a 107 percent
increase in ten years.*

The most noticeable change in the oceanfront strip at Virginia Beach since World War
II has been its complete redevelopment into a skyscraper district that natives now sarcastically
call the “concrete wall.” This complete metamorphosis goes far in explaining the surprise of
many people when they learn that Virginia Beach actually dates to 1880 with the formation
of the first railroad and land development company. Although the eight-story Cavalier failed
to initiate the trend toward high-rise hotels at Virginia Beach, the first portent of change came
in 1951, when the fifteen-story Mayflower Apartments opened at Thirty-fourth and Atlantic.
At the time the Mayflower, then Virginia’s tallest apartment building, towered ominously over
the two- to four-story hotels and cottages below.> By the 1960s the high-rise trend was in
full-swing as the wrecking ball claimed Virginia Beach’s early landmarks, one by one. In
1996 only two pre-1910 structures remain at the resort, the Holland-deWitt cottage and the

life saving station, both of which house museums.

3Mansfield, 4 Pictorial History, 163, 170-71.
‘Andriot, 691.
Mansfield, 4 Pictorial History, 185.
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Even more remarkable than the wholesale redevelopment along the strip has been the
staggering population explosion. Having grown from 19,984 in 1940 to 42,277 in 1950,
Princess Anne County had more than 110,000 residents when it merged with the seaside
resort to form the city of Virginia Beach on January 1, 1963. Touted as the “World’s Largest
Resort City,” the new consolidated city sprawled over 310 square miles, much of which
remains undeveloped even today. Following the merger, Virginia Beach’s development
resembled closely that of any other rapidly growing suburban area. The newest link to its
“parent” city, the multilane Norfolk-Virginia Beach Expressway opened in 1967, greatly
reducing the travel time and facilitating commuting. Two large shopping malls have been
built in the vicinity of this freeway.S
Since the merger, Virginia Beach has grown almost without bounds, from about
170,000 in 1970 to more than 400,000 today.” Since 1982 Virginia Beach, having surpassed
Norfolk, has been the most populous city in Virginia. One wonders what Marshall Parks
would think if he could see Virginia Beach today. One has to look closely to see any trace
of the “old” Virginia Beach. To be sure, the Cavalier still welcomes guests today, while
golfers still ply the velvety green fairways of the Cavalier and Princess Anne Country Clubs.
However, aside from these landmarks and the two remaining oceanfront structures, the

seaside resort city stands almost devoid of any trace of its past. Of Virginia Beach’s

SAndriot, 688; Mansfield, A Pictorial History, 196.

?Andriot, 691.
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multitude, only a handful of natives remain who can recall the beach as it was decades before
the “concrete wall” was thrust up beside the sea.

Indeed, Virginia Beach has paid no small price for its suburban- and military-fueled
population boom, having become a city in which few people sink deep roots. Cities are built
over time, and Virginia Beach may one day have a well-developed sense of its own history.
For the present, however, the place once heralded as lying “Twixt Ocean and Pines” has lost
not only those pines, but all sense of having been a resort for more than a century. Criss-
crossed by dozens of multilane boulevards clogged with the traffic typical of “suburbia,” the
city’s appears a modern creation, yet beneath the surface the diligent searcher may find the

colorful heritage of one of America’s great seaside resorts.
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