
history of cape may new jersey

history of cape may new jersey is a fascinating tale that spans centuries,
reflecting the evolution of one of America's oldest seaside resorts. From its
indigenous roots and early European settlement to its emergence as a
prominent Victorian resort town and modern tourist destination, Cape May's
story is rich with cultural, architectural, and historical significance. This
article explores the key phases in the development of Cape May, highlighting
its maritime heritage, the impact of tourism, and notable events that have
shaped the city. Additionally, the preservation of Cape May’s historic
district and its legacy as a National Historic Landmark are discussed. The
history of Cape May New Jersey reveals a unique blend of natural beauty and
human endeavor that continues to attract visitors today. The following
sections provide a detailed overview of this remarkable coastal community.

Early History and Indigenous Inhabitants

European Exploration and Settlement

Development as a Maritime Hub

Rise of Cape May as a Victorian Resort

Preservation and Historic Landmark Status

Modern Cape May and Tourism

Early History and Indigenous Inhabitants

The history of Cape May New Jersey begins long before European settlers
arrived, with the land originally inhabited by Native American tribes. The
Lenape people were the primary indigenous inhabitants of the region,
utilizing the area for fishing, hunting, and seasonal settlement. Their deep
connection to the coastal environment influenced their way of life, with Cape
May’s rich marine resources playing a central role. Archaeological findings
indicate that Native Americans lived in the area for thousands of years,
making use of the abundant natural resources along the Delaware Bay and
Atlantic Ocean.

Lenape Culture and Lifestyle

The Lenape were skilled fishermen and gatherers, relying heavily on the
bountiful waters surrounding Cape May. They lived in semi-permanent villages
and developed intricate social and trade networks with neighboring tribes.
Their knowledge of the land and sea was extensive, shaping their cultural
practices and seasonal migration patterns.

Impact of Early Contact



European contact in the early 17th century introduced
new dynamics to the region. Initial encounters led to
trade but also brought diseases and conflicts that
drastically affected the indigenous population.
Despite these challenges, the Lenape influence
persisted in the area’s place names and cultural
heritage.

European Exploration and Settlement

European exploration of Cape May began in the early
1600s, with Dutch and English explorers charting the
Delaware Bay region. The area was named after
Cornelius Jacobsen May, the first director-general of
New Netherland, reflecting the early Dutch influence.
The English later took control, and Cape May became
part of the proprietary colony of West Jersey.

Early Colonization Efforts

Settlement in Cape May was initially sparse, focusing
on fishing, whaling, and small-scale farming. The
strategic location of Cape May at the mouth of the
Delaware Bay made it a critical point for maritime
trade and navigation. Early settlers established
fishing villages and small ports to serve the growing
demand for seafood and maritime services along the
Atlantic coast.

Maritime Significance

Cape May’s position made it an essential navigational
landmark for ships entering the Delaware Bay en route



to Philadelphia and other inland ports. This maritime
significance laid the groundwork for the town’s later
development as a shipping and shipbuilding center.

Development as a Maritime Hub

During the 18th and early 19th centuries, Cape May
evolved into a bustling maritime hub. The local
economy thrived on shipbuilding, fishing, and trade.
Its harbors and shipyards attracted skilled craftsmen
and merchants, fostering economic growth and
population increases.

Shipbuilding Industry

The shipyards of Cape May were known for producing a
variety of vessels, including schooners and fishing
boats. This industry was vital to the local economy
and contributed to the town’s reputation as a center
for maritime expertise along the Jersey Shore.

Fishing and Whaling

Fishing remained a cornerstone of Cape May’s economy,
with fishermen harvesting species such as striped
bass and bluefish. Whaling also played a role, albeit
smaller than in New England, supplying oil and other
products to regional markets.



Economic and Social Growth

The maritime economy enabled Cape May to expand
socially and economically, leading to the
construction of homes, public buildings, and early
inns catering to travelers and traders.

Rise of Cape May as a Victorian Resort

The mid-19th century marked a transformative period
in the history of Cape May New Jersey, as it emerged
as one of the nation’s first seaside resort
destinations. The arrival of the railroad in the
1850s made Cape May accessible to tourists from
Philadelphia, New York, and beyond, sparking a boom
in hospitality and leisure industries.

Architectural Developments

The Victorian era brought distinctive architectural
styles to Cape May, characterized by ornate
gingerbread trim, colorful facades, and expansive
porches. These homes and hotels became symbols of the
city’s resort identity and remain a defining feature
of its historic district.

Tourism and Leisure Activities

Visitors sought Cape May’s clean air, sandy beaches,
and tranquil atmosphere as an escape from urban life.
Popular activities included horseback riding on the
beach, dancing in grand hotels, and attending social



events.

Notable Hotels and Attractions

Several grand hotels were constructed during this
period, including the renowned Congress Hall, which
hosted prominent guests and social gatherings. The
Cape May Lighthouse and nearby beaches also became
popular attractions.

Preservation and Historic Landmark Status

By the mid-20th century, efforts to preserve Cape
May’s unique Victorian character gained momentum. The
city became a pioneer in historic preservation,
recognizing the cultural and architectural value of
its buildings and streetscapes.

Historic District Designation

The Cape May Historic District was officially
designated a National Historic Landmark in 1976, one
of the earliest in the United States. This
designation helped protect the architectural heritage
and promote awareness of Cape May’s historical
significance.

Preservation Initiatives

Local organizations and city officials worked to



restore and maintain historic structures, encourage
adaptive reuse, and promote heritage tourism. These
initiatives have ensured that Cape May's Victorian
charm continues to attract visitors and residents
alike.

Impact on Tourism and Economy

The preservation of historic buildings has enhanced
Cape May’s appeal as a cultural destination, leading
to increased tourism revenue and community pride.

Modern Cape May and Tourism

Today, the history of Cape May New Jersey is
intertwined with its role as a premier tourist
destination. The city balances its historic legacy
with modern amenities, offering a wide range of
attractions while maintaining its historic character.

Contemporary Attractions

Cape May features museums, theaters, birdwatching
sites, and a vibrant dining scene. The Cape May Bird
Observatory is renowned for its migratory bird
research and attracts nature enthusiasts worldwide.

Annual Events and Festivals

The city hosts numerous events that celebrate its



heritage and community, such as the Victorian
Weekend, Whale of a Day Festival, and various arts
and music festivals.

Tourism Infrastructure

A variety of accommodations, from historic inns to
modern hotels, complement the city’s attractions.
Walking tours and guided excursions help visitors
explore Cape May’s rich history and natural beauty.

Lenape Native Americans’ enduring influence on1.
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trade routes

Growth of shipbuilding and fishing industries in3.
the 18th and 19th centuries

Victorian era transformation into a renowned4.
seaside resort

Historic preservation efforts securing National5.
Historic Landmark status

Modern tourism blending heritage with contemporary6.
attractions

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the historical significance of Cape May, New
Jersey?

Cape May is one of the oldest seaside resorts in the
United States, known for its well-preserved Victorian
architecture and its role as a popular 19th-century
vacation destination.

When was Cape May, New Jersey founded?

Cape May was officially incorporated as a city in
1848, but its history as a settlement dates back to
the early 18th century.

How did Cape May get its name?

Cape May was named after Cornelius Jacobsen May, a
Dutch explorer who surveyed the area in 1620.

What role did Cape May play during the American
Revolutionary War?

During the American Revolutionary War, Cape May
served as a strategic location for both the British
and American forces due to its position at the
entrance to Delaware Bay.

Why is Cape May known for its Victorian architecture?

After a devastating fire in 1878, much of Cape May
was rebuilt in the Victorian style, making it one of
the largest collections of Victorian homes in the
United States.



What historical landmarks can be visited in Cape May
today?

Visitors can explore landmarks such as the Cape May
Lighthouse, the Emlen Physick Estate, and the
historic Washington Street Mall, all reflecting the
city's rich history.

How did tourism develop in Cape May throughout its
history?

Tourism in Cape May began in the 18th century as a
health resort and grew significantly in the 19th
century with the arrival of railroads, making it
accessible to visitors from major cities.

What impact did the railroad have on Cape May's
history?

The arrival of the railroad in the late 19th century
transformed Cape May into a popular vacation
destination by providing easy access for tourists
from Philadelphia, New York, and beyond.

Additional Resources

1. The History of Cape May: America’s First Seaside
Resort
This book explores the origins and development of
Cape May as one of the earliest seaside resorts in
the United States. It covers the town’s founding,
growth during the 19th century, and its significance
as a tourist destination. Readers will gain insight



into the architecture, culture, and social history
that shaped Cape May’s charm.

2. Cape May in the Civil War Era
Focusing on the tumultuous years of the Civil War,
this book details Cape May’s strategic importance and
its role in naval operations and coastal defense. It
also examines the local community’s experiences
during the conflict and how the war influenced the
town’s economy and development.

3. Victorian Cape May: Architecture and Society
This volume highlights Cape May’s rich collection of
Victorian-era buildings, many of which have been
preserved and restored. It discusses the
architectural styles, the artisans behind them, and
how these structures reflect the social and economic
history of the town during the late 1800s.

4. Shipwrecks and Maritime History of Cape May
Delving into the perilous waters surrounding Cape
May, this book recounts notable shipwrecks, maritime
rescues, and the evolution of the local lighthouse
system. It provides a comprehensive look at the
importance of the sea to Cape May’s economy and
culture over the centuries.

5. Cape May’s Role in World War II
This work details the military activities and coastal
defenses established around Cape May during World War
II. It covers the impact of the war on the local
population, including changes in industry,
infrastructure, and the presence of military
personnel.

6. The Indigenous Peoples and Early Settlers of Cape
May
Tracing the history before European settlement, this
book explores the Native American tribes inhabiting



the Cape May region and their interactions with early
European colonists. It provides a nuanced
understanding of the area’s earliest inhabitants and
the transformative effects of colonization.

7. Cape May: A Story of Tourism and Preservation
This title examines the rise of tourism in Cape May
and the efforts to preserve its historic character.
It highlights key preservation movements, challenges
faced by the community, and how tourism has
influenced the town’s economy and identity.

8. Ghosts and Legends of Cape May
Combining history with folklore, this book presents
tales of hauntings, legends, and mysterious events in
Cape May. It offers readers a glimpse into the town’s
cultural mythology and the ways in which history and
legend intertwine.

9. The Economic Evolution of Cape May: From Fishing
Village to Resort Town
This comprehensive study traces the economic
transformations of Cape May from its early days as a
fishing community to its establishment as a popular
resort. It covers industries, trade, transportation,
and the socioeconomic shifts that have shaped the
town’s development.
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