
In 1935, the Pension Bureau of a pioneering black-owned

business – Jacksonville’s Afro-American Life Insurance

Company (“the Afro”) – bought 33 acres of shorefront

property on Amelia Island. A. L. Lewis, the Afro’s president,

invited company employees to make use of the beach, and

hosted company outings there.

American Beach – African American Determination

The Pension Bureau also had the land

subdivided, and offered parcels for sale to

company executives and shareowners, and

to community leaders. Two later land

acquisitions expanded the community’s size

to 216 acres. In 1940, with many building

lots unsold, the Afro offered them for sale

to the wider black community.

One Company’s Dream – Let’s Get Building

After World War II, home construction took off and American Beach became a

magnet for vacationing African Americans from across the country. Visitors could

find rooms at the A. L. Lewis Motel, Williams’s Guest Lodge, and Cowart’s Motel and

Restaurant. Homeowners took in additional vacationers or rented out their homes

for part of the summer. For day visitors, excursion buses ran between nearby

minority communities and the beach.

A Dream Come True – On the Road

Out on the beach, there were surf fishing and shell gathering, beauty contests and automobile races,

and the warmth of friendly faces. A number of small shops sold snacks and ice cream. The Rendezvous

and Ocean-Vu-Inn offered dining and dancing. After dark, there was live entertainment.

P-A-R-T-Y– A Day at American Beach

On September 10, 1964, Hurricane Dora slammed into American

Beach, damaging or destroying many homes and businesses. The

damage was a monumental setback for the community.

American Beach – Beginning of the End

American Beach, the only beach in Florida

that welcomed black Americans and offered

safe, secure overnight accommodations

during Jim Crow segregation.

Activist 'Beach Lady'

championed Amelia

Island's beach for

African Americans.
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