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Photos- 
1. (Credit- Ben Miller    With the seawall and concrete retaining wall in place, the city 
worked on replacing Beach Avenue.) 
2. (Credit- Ben Miller   Construction crews install the concrete pieces that formed the 
base of the concrete retaining wall.) 
3. (Credit- Ben Miller   Construction crews prepare forms for the concrete retaining wall.) 
4. (Credit- Ben Miller   The beachfront remained a construction zone for a year following 
the storm.) 
 
As the saying goes, ‘Necessity breeds invention,’ and the Cape May promenade is a 
perfect example of that truth.  The promenade was built to replace the city’s boardwalk, 
which was lost in 1962 after a powerful Nor’Easter of historical proportions battered the 
island. 
 
The ‘Ash Wednesday Storm,’ as it was nicknamed by newscasters, is considered one of 
the top 10 most damaging storms to hit the United States in the 20th century.  According 
to the National Weather Service, it’s also remembered as the most powerful nor’easter 
ever to hit the east coast.   For three long days, and five progressively higher tides, the 
nor’easter attacked the Cape May beachfront.  The storm caused damages in excess of 
$200 million across the Mid-Atlantic States. 
 
In Cape May, nearly every home and business along the coast were hit, with many of 
them sustaining damage from airborne pieces of the boardwalk.  As the waves and fierce 
winds undermined the wooden walkway, the individual planks were broken apart and 
hurled into buildings by the wind.  In the meantime, without the boardwalk there to 
protect the oceanfront, waves severely flooded the island. 
 
“Entire beach washed away between the center of town and the northern end.  Most of 
the boardwalk and Beach Avenue gone… flooding in area reached as much as 5 miles 
inland,” reported the Trenton Evening Times on March 8, 1962. 
 
The days following the storm were hectic in Cape May, as the city rushed to remove 
debris from the streets, repair buildings and figure out a way to prevent the same type of 
damage in the future.  With the resort’s location at the bottom of New Jersey, where the 
Atlantic and Delaware converge, the town was always going to be susceptible to flooding 
in fierce storms. 
 
City leaders came up with a novel solution to the problem.  Instead of rebuilding the 
boardwalk as they had done after the Great Atlantic Hurricane of 1944, the decision was 
made to replace it with a seawall that included an attached asphalt promenade and a 
concrete retaining wall on the Beach Avenue side.    



The seawall was built approximately one mile long, at a cost of $1 million.  A federal 
disaster relief grant of $19,320 was added to another federal grant from the Department 
of Conservation and Economic Development to help defray city costs.  The city 
advertised for bids to construct the new seawall in May of 1962 and the project took 
about a year to complete. 
 
A March 1963 article in the Trenton Evening Times noted, “The rock seawall is 40 feet 
wide at the base and tapers to a ten foot wide top 13 feet above mean low water.  The 
asphalt promenade will be between the seawall and a concrete retaining wall along the 
beach drive with fill between the walls forming the foundation for the promenade.” 
 
That same article went on to report that 21 tons of stones were used for every foot of the 
seawall with over a ton of concrete used in each foot of the retaining wall. 
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