
“The Atlantic City Experience” 
 

I am going to thoroughly geek out here for a bit. So grab your snuggy, maybe a tub of popcorn, ooh, and 

a glass of homemade lemonade with fresh mint (trust me it’s uber refreshing).  Meet me back here in 

two minutes… ((twelve minutes and thirty eight seconds later))… so there is a distinct possibility I may 

have caused permanent damage to the kitchen after attempting to make jiffy pop on the stove and 

instantly forgetting about it because the phone rang and hi, I have A.D.D. ((Le sigh))… anyway… are 

we all ready?  Ok! Kids, pull up your mats, it’s circle time!   

 

For those who know me know I am an avid lover of all things history. I realize that’s a very broad 

statement but I can’t honestly say there is one particular era I’m more fond of than another.  If it takes 

place more than 60 years ago I am severely intrigued and go all foamy and frothy at the mouth. To me, 

history is an extremely important part of all of our lives.  It teaches us who we were, where we come 

from, what we should do (and what we absolutely shouldn’t), and helps bridge us into the future.  As far 

as I can remember, I have always been fascinated with this city in particular, because it has so many 

firsts.  So knowing all this now, I’m sure it will come as no surprise to you when I say “The Atlantic 

City Experience” is AWESOME. It’s a culturally inclusive and interactive exhibit permanently installed 

in the newly renovated lobby of Jim Whelan Boardwalk Hall (which is RIFE with intriguing historical 

goo all unto itself) and includes really cool exhibits including the inception of Miss America, the birth of 

Mr. Peanut, the story behind the oops creation of Salt Water Taffy, a list of inventions and innovations 

that took place right here in this city (including the most fascinating and surprising story behind the law 

created banning sand castles on the beach), the various acts that blew through here (known as a “Tryout 

Town”, Atlantic City would often host premieres of events - from movies to revues to plays bound for 

the great Broad Way), and yes, they even have an exhibit on the real inspirations behind the hit HBO 

series, Boardwalk Empire.  

 

Side bar, your honor, the series was based on the book, “Boardwalk Empire”, (written by the honorable 

Judge Nelson Johnson), which depicts an in depth analysis of the Prohibition Era in Atlantic City and 

the man behind the total and complete disregard of the prohibition law, (they used the moniker 

“Thompson” for the HBO series). Prohibition went into effect nationwide at midnight January 16, 1920, 

and Cliff’s Notes version, this city was like “hmmmm, yeah I don’t think so”.  The law was essentially 

unenforced by the local authorities so Atlantic City was a well-known haven for those seeking alcohol, 

which in turn created a rather moist and sticky breeding ground for corruption. The city's beachfront 

location and docks allowed rum-runners to bring their goods onto shore. Add in a powerful city boss (I 

won’t give it away but his name rhymes with Mucky Shmonson) who allegedly controlled everything 

from the smuggling operation to the law enforcement to the restaurants where alcohol was served, and 

Atlantic City was essentially a wide open town, flagrantly violating the federal law and laughing in the 

government’s face.  Yeah… good times. 

 

Anyhoo, you can learn about that at the exhibit.  Also, a little background on the Hall itself, Jim Whelan 

Boardwalk Hall is formerly known as the Historic Atlantic City Convention Hall.  It was Atlantic City's 

primary convention center until the opening of the Atlantic City Convention Center (which is dizzily 

huge and amazing) in 1997.  The Hall is named after the late great New Jersey State Senator, Jim 

Whelan, resident of Atlantic City (and former 3 term mayor of this city). The venue can accommodate 

up to 14,770 for concerts. And let’s not forget the little known fact that Boardwalk Hall is home to 

the Miss America Pageant! Since the 1920’s girls (and some boys) everywhere dreamed of floating 

across the Boardwalk Hall stage, wearing the most dazzling of ball gowns, dripping with the most 

sparkling of jewels, and wearing the most light reflecting and cornea burning tiara they ever did see.  

Something fun I learned thanks to The Atlantic City Experience, the Miss America Pageant started out 

as a marketing ploy to drum up tourism to the Boardwalk.  On September 25, 1920, 350 gaily (yes I said 

gaily) decorated rolling wicker chairs were pushed down the boardwalk by 350 strapping young bucks 

with (wanna guess how many??) 350 young 'maidens' seated in the chairs, all the while tourists “oohing” 
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and “ahhhing” down the parade route.  The event was so hugely successful that The Businessmen's 

League planned to repeat it the following year as a "bather's revue", marketing it in newspapers all along 

the Eastern seaboard, scheduling the event to take place 
 
the weekend following Labor Day, to 

encourage summer visitors to stay in Atlantic City, and the plan was SO successful that on September 8, 

1921, 100,000 people gathered at the Boardwalk to watch 16-year-old winner from Washington, 

D.C., Margaret Gorman, be crowned the "Golden Mermaid", with a cash purse of a whopping $100, and 

the first “Miss America” was born.  There’s a bunch of other stuff I’m leaving out but that’s the general 

gist of it. 

 

Oh, and super cool alert, Boardwalk Hall contains the world's largest musical instrument! The 

Boardwalk Hall Auditorium Organ is a pipe organ with over 33,000 pipes, eight chambers, its console 

the world's largest of seven manuals and over 1,000 stop keys.   The Guinness Book of World Records 

states "a pure trumpet note of ear-splitting volume... six times louder than the loudest train whistle." 

However, these stops are actually well-refined and are not overpowering in Boardwalk Hall due to its 

huge interior. And quite honestly anything that’s coined as something as severe as “ear-splitting” is so 

beyond stupendous I can’t even tell you and so is by default, of course, aces in my book.   

 

What better place in this city to feature exhibits of this caliber than Jim Whelan Boardwalk Hall, a 

building so steeped in important history?  Oh, and this I thought was cool, there is a lobster gown 

incrusted with thousands of crystals from Miss Maine 2013 that was worn in the Miss America “Show 

Me Your Shoes Parade”, as well as vintage bathing suits, Roaring Twenties attire, WW II uniforms, 

artifacts of sand art (don’t forget the great sand castle banning of 1944!), Convention Hall memorabilia 

from the 1964 Democratic Convention, and artifacts from the 500 Club and Club Harlem adorn the 

cases with many other beach and Boardwalk reminders of the yester years.  And the best part of The 

Experience, in my opinion, is a reminder that humans inhabited this area long before “the white man” 

moseyed in.  You can learn about the Lenni Lenape Nation (which, they date back to 6000 B.C. you 

guys!!), specifically the sub tribe, Unalachtigo, and how Absecon Island (the word Absecon comes from 

the Lenape word “Absegami” which translates to “little water”) was one of their summer retreats.  There 

is also a very cool interactive pictorial time line starting from the Lenni Lenape to the present 

Blackjacks Arena Football team, with a cozy viewing area and comfy seating available to watch several 

short films on the city’s remarkable history. 

 

I know what you’re thinking.  Why were sand castles banned?? And for the love of Pete, what’s the 

“Show Me Your Shoes” Parade?  Pfffft, I could tell you.  But ((popping extremely burnt popcorn in 

mouth)) you could go to the exhibit and find out for yourself.  It’s worth every second of your time.  

((drops mic… and then subsequently trips over it because she’s a bumbling accident prone idiot)). 
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Communications Director – GACCA 

Director of Sales – Cuba Libre Restaurant & Rum Bar 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington,_D.C.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington,_D.C.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Gorman
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pipe_organ

