Avalon
Avalon New Jersey is one of the two most pleasant memories that I have as a child of time spent with my parents.  We went with other friends of the family whose names I’ve forgotten.  While I don’t have many memories of my parents at Avalon, I do have great memories of the setting.  I was there I guess during the summers of 1953 to 1956.  After that my dad was too ill.
Avalon was built as a resort town and when I visited there in the 1950’s it was still quite popular with people in entertainment.  My dad (John “Jack” O’Rear) was the manager of the Colonial Theater in Harrisburg and often met celebrities as they came through town promoting their new films.  I suspect the connection with Avalon came through this crowd.  The co-host of the Tonight Show with Johnny Carson was Ed McMahon.  On the Tonight Show Ed used to comment frequently of his summer vacations there.  While I never met him, I can understand why it was so fun for him and his family.

http://www.avalonspast.com/news/ed.aspx
My visit to Avalon began weeks in advance.  We would begin the preparation and my excitement would build.  On the day we left, we would all pile into our big Studebaker “Suzie” and begin the trip.  The Interstates were not built then and most of the trip was spent on country roads.  One of the highlights was to spot the small Burma Shave signs at the side of the road.  If you’re not familiar with these, they were small white wooden signs on posts.  Each line of the slogan was a mile apart from the others, so it came across as a slowly building joke.  You were never sure of the punch line.  My favorite was:

In the veil of toil and sin
* * *
Your head grows bald,
* * *
But not your chin!
* * *
Burma Shave!
The next big event for me was the crossing of the Delaware River.  I think that Washington had it easier than I did.  At that age I had an intense fear of heights and crossing that huge bridge was a nightmare.  As soon as I could see the tall arches of the bridge in the distance, I would flee to the back of Suzie and cower on the floor.  I would wail until we were over it and nothing could placate me.  Passing that psychic barrier was the worst point of the journey.

The next highlight for me was crossing New Jersey and coming to the small towns of North Dennis, Dennisville, South Dennis.  I was thrilled that someone had named all these towns after me.  However I wondered why anyone would live in these communities when such nicer places like Avalon were nearby.   

Arriving at Avalon the first thing to hit my senses was the smell of the salt marsh as we crossed the bridge into town. At first I could not stand the reek, but later I viewed it as a salty tang.

Then we arrived at the Princeton Hotel.  For my small size the hotel was enormous.  I remember going in through the swinging screen doors and seeing the carpet – it was lush but full of sand from all the beach visitors.  A combination of elegance and home charm.  Off the large lobby on the right was a nightclub that was off limits to me.  I believe that later in life it became the Rock Room, but back then all I could see was a bar full of people having a good time.  To the left was a sitting area where we would relax and play board games when it was raining.  One game that I was introduced to was Pokeno – a form of poker and Parcheesi. 
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Looking straight ahead from the entryway was the large dining room.  We had our meals there and at that time I was developing an interest in new foods.  At one dinner I heard that creamed spinach on the menu and ordered it to the surprise of my parents.  They commented that I must be trying to be Popeye, but I just wanted to try something new.  To this day creamed spinach is one of my favorites and my first taste of it was at the Princeton Hotel.  In the morning the staff would walk thought the upstairs hallway with a clanging bass bell saying 1st call for breakfast, 2nd call for breakfast, and last call for breakfast!  This was a lot nicer than a buzzing alarm.

To the right of the dining room was the wide stairway to the bedrooms on the 2nd and 3rd floor.  The rooms did not have bathtubs as they were down the hall.  I remember the bath tub as the old claw-foot standing types, but it also had sand stuck in the cracks from people washing off after their beach visits.  Once when I took a bath  unsupervised I turned the huge brass handles to get water, but I had to turn them many times to get a descent flow.  After the tub was full I could not remember which way to turn them to shut them off.  In a panic I ran down the hall trying to find someone to help me.
Days at the beach were great.  I would play in the surf and this is where I began to enjoy the sport of body surfing.  (In my later visits to the New Jersey beach during my 20’s I would body surf all day and drive home sunburned, exhausted but feeling great.)  On my last visit to Avalon I had an air mattress and used to “surf” on it.  I was a terror and everyone had to get out of my way.  At the end of one day, a storm came up and the wind blew my air mattress out to sea.  I wailed as it bounced off the tops of the waves getting smaller in the distance. As the tide changed, sometimes a sand bar would form off shore.  You could wade or swim out to it with some difficulty, but when you got there it was quit shallow.  The waves really broke well off that bar and I had some of my best fun there.  But if you waited too long, the tide would come in and you could not wade back to shore but had to swim quite a distance.
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On one of my first visits I decided to put a message in a bottle.  I got an old hour-glass shaped Prell bottle with a light blue plastic top.  I put my name and address in it and threw it as far out to sea as I could.  I’m still waiting for a response…

The beaches were full of clam shells, jellyfish, other small critters, and it smelled of Coppertone.   I remember walking along the beach with my dad and seeing a round hump of sand about a foot in diameter.  I went up to it and probed it with my toe – it wiggled.  It as a jellyfish and my dad cautioned me not to get stung.  I used to collect many clams in my bucket and tried to bring them back to the hotel.  I wanted to take them back to our room but my mom said that they would die.  Sure enough they did – what a stink!  I also had a chance to fish at the bridge on Ocean Drive leading to Townsends Inlet.  There was quite a crowd and I don’t remember catching anything, but it was fun.

One day at the beach it stormed and the streets were flooded – this might have been Hurricane Connie in 1955. I had never seen so much rain and flooding.  In crossing Dune Drive to get back to the hotel we had to step off the curb.  The water was up to my armpits!  I thought it was great but my mom wondered about the cleanliness of the water.  After swimming in the ocean and returning to the Princeton Hotel you would shower in an outside stall to rinse off the sand and salt water.
Some days I would play at the playground at 30th Street and the Boardwalk.  I remember the yellow duck on a spring shown in the photos on the Avalon website.  But I also remember other figures – a Pirate’s head.  I was starting to wonder how things worked, and I kept puzzling about what the big spring on the duck and other animals was attached to.  I would dig around the base of them trying to find out the truth.   The support must have been a long way down as I never got to it.
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http://www.avalonspast.com/pictures/slideShow.aspx
After our visit, we would begin the long drive home.  Passing the Delaware River Bridge on the way home was never troubling to me. I was exhausted, nearing sleep, lying on the back seat of Suzie, listening to my mom and dad talk softly while my dad drove us home.
*     *     *

In 1995 I was visiting the East Coast with my daughter.  I took her to Avalon and we stayed at the Sea Lark hotel as the Princeton Hotel was long gone.
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http://www.sealark.com/
It was a wonderful time.  I tried to get her interested in body surfing, but after being tumbled once head-over-heals in sand and clam shells, she had enough.  We strolled along the short boardwalk, had our photos taken at a booth, and she had her first soft ice cream cone.  It melted faster than she could eat it and somewhere I have a picture of her with it dripping down her arms.
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*     *     *

I now live in the town of Petaluma California.  It’s a small town about 1 hour north of San Francisco and about a dozen miles from the Pacific Ocean.  The coast line here is beautiful with rocks, arches, high cliffs and sandy beaches.  The water is very cold and for most of the year the shore is foggy.  It’s quite cool in Petaluma – cooler even than Avalon – and we don’t have air conditioning in my house.  But one week a year - typically in September or October - the winds change to off shore and it gets quite hot in Petaluma but warm at the beach.  I look forward to those days and go to the beach to play in the surf – body surf if you like.  Almost all the forms of play from my childhood – shooting cap pistols, pushing Matchbox toy cars through dirt tracks, playing flashlight tag at night – have been lost over the years of adolescence and adult life.  But the simply joy of playing in the surf remains.  I learned that 50 years ago at Avalon.
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*  *  *

About the Author:  I have spent the majority of my professional career in technical writing.  I have dozens of publications and am the inventor of over 70 US patents.  This is my first attempt at non-technical writing -- I hope you enjoy it.  My wife and I live in Petaluma California and we will have our 30th anniversary this August.  My daughter Kate lives nearby in the town of Davis.
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