




Exposition). This m c s t  notorious phase of Coney's history ended 
around tho turn of the century after mzny hotels burned down in 
fires during the 1890s a n 2  racetrack betting was outlawed by the 
state in 1910. 

A movement l e d  by George C. Tilyou tc t r z n s f o m  Coney's 
corrupt image introduced the idea of the enclosed zm~senent park 
to American recreation. By 1894 there were dczens of separately 
owned rides; but the following year Cap'. Paul Royton opened Sea 
Lion Park,  a grolclp of rides and attractions one enjoyed after 
paying an admission fee at the gate. During tZle next decade, 
Coney's three most f m o u s  enclosed parks opned :  Steeplechase 
Park (TilyouJ s own e~deavor) , Luna Park, a n d  Dzeanlmd, formina 
Ifthe largest and nost gl itteriny a~usement area in the world. v 5  
Throughout Coney Island and intermingled with rides (such as the 
Barrel of Love and the tioop-la) and food vencicrs ,  were other 
typical carnivzl features such as freak shows, guess -yax-weight  
stands, and games. .This scene was e n l i v e n e d  by barkers calling 
out to potential spectators, elaborate pavilions of eclectic 
design, and thousands of incandescent light bulbs. The size of 
the crowd on a typical S m d a y  afternoon in the sumxzer of 19G3 was 
about 100,003. 

Another transformation occurred at Coney Island arcund 1920, 
with the influx of lower-income visitors, who arrives o n  the 
newly-completed subway lines for a mere nickel. Xany elegant 
eating places had suffered w i t h  t h e  beginning of ProhiSition; the 
democratization of Coney facilitated their replacement by s t a n Z s  
offering cheaper fzre. The hest known example is Nathan's Fanous 
which, in 1916, began selling hot dose for a nickel. Visitors 
were entertained at Tilysu's theater by I r v i r g  Berlin, Mae Vest, 
and John Philip Sousa.' By 1925, an average Sunday a f t e r n o o n  
attendance had soared to one million. 

In spite of the nighttime Slackout inposed on Coney's l i g h t s  
during World War 11, the amusement parks flourished, due to 
entertainm~nt-seeking s e r v i c e ~ c e n  on leave an2 to t h ~  rationing of 
gasoline. But Coney's heyday came to zn end clfter the var. A!,- 
though the isiznd survived a t t e m p t s  5 y  Pa rks  Commissicner Robsrt 
Moses to obl.iterat2 the animated jumhle af buileings, rides, and 
attractions, it. 2icl not fare as 14~11 w i t h  f i r  3 . 1  S I ~  t;?e 
growing mcbility provided Sy the automobiJ.e. 4f.e N e w  York C i t y  

A " Housing Authority sought to L'c,-J~.~z.~ i z s  ~ n e  are: by replacing 
small sunxer c o t t a g e s  with kigh-rise rssidcntisi t o T w - ~ r s ,  a plan 
which only further underxined the neighhorhocd's c h a r a c t s r .  
Today many of Ccney Tslan2's landmarks '.1e7/e d i sappea red ,  G u e  tc 
neglect, fire, cr ?oar planninq; however, exxgh still s t ? . ~ d s  to 
remind us of Ccn2y I s l a i l d ' s  impar"Lancc- as Xew York's ~ s l a y ~ r c u n r i  
and as  the p r o t o 4 - p e  f ~ r  amusement p a r k s  throughout the mxmtry, 
from Playland i n  , T York, to Abbo-Lz Kin;?cyts  acuse!r.er.t 
piers in Yenice .  Califorzia. 8 



The H i s t o r y  of parachut inq9  

The development of  t h e  parachute  bagan wi th  a drawing 
(1480s) by Leonardo da Vinci  and t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  
of t h e  parachute i n  F a u s t o  Veranzio's book, Machinse Mcvae 
(1595) ;  however, the f i r s t  p r a c t i c a l  demons t ra t ion  of a mzn- 
c a r r y i n g  pa rachu te  occurred when S e b a s t i a n  Lenormand leaped f r o m  
t h e  top  of Montpe l ie r  Observatory, P a r i s ,  i n  1783. The parachv-te 
came i n t o  g e n e r a l  u s e  du r ing  h o t  a i r  ba l loon  f l i g h t s .  I n  America, 
the f i r s t  such jump was perfomnzd ove r  J e r s ~ y  C i t y ,  Neh- J e r s e y ,  
by Frenchman Louis-Charles G u i l l e  i n  1819.  The u s e f u l n e s s  of 
parachutes i n c r e a s e d  a f t e r  the Wright Bro thers '  famous K i t t y  Havk 
f l i g h t  of 1 9 0 3 ;  n i n e  years l a t e r  Captain Albert Berry 
demonstrated that parachut ing  could be a l i f e - s a v i n g  dev ice  fcr 
the m i l i t a r y ,  and dur ing  World War I improvements i n  parachute 
des ign  popular ized  t h e i r  use  among p i l o t s .  

Forerunners  of the Parachute J u m ~  

E a r l y  pa rachu te  des ign  and jumping techniques  were pioneered 
from airplanes; however, when the  emphasis sh i f tor i  t o  training 
l a r g e r  numbers of p a r a c h u t i s t s  in t h e  1930s, t o w e r s  were 
erected.1° These structures w e r e  a k i n  t o  t h e  observation towers, 
b u i l t  be s inn ing  i n  t h e  late nineteenth cen tu ry ,  which were 
ascended via stairs o r  steam-powered e l e v a t o r s .  The 985-foot 
E n i f f e l  Tower, designed by Gustave E i f f e l  for the Pari? World's 
F a i r  (1889) j-s t h e  best-known example. 

Commander James 11. Strong ,  U .  S .  Navy (Retired) , designed tLh5 
Parachute  Janp  Saszd o n  h i s  experiments of t h ~  1930s. I n  h i s  
d i s t i n g u i s h e d  career a s  a comnander of t h e  3 . S .  Naval Air Forces, 
St rong  hacl observed tke t r a i n i n q  of p a r a c h u t i s l : ~ ,  inciuZing t he  
dangerous "free jurn7'! me+ttod pioneered in the Scviet Y n i c n .  
S t rong  patented zn i nncva tLve  tower design on A c q s t  7 ,  1 9 3 6 ;  it 
used a u x i l i e r y  cables t o  hold  t h e  ' chu tes  open and preven'i +.hpr;: 
f r o m  d r i f t i n g .  B e  h i l t  3rid tzsted several versions in t h e  mi<.-  
1930s on his prope r ty  r:es.r Hightstnwn, N e w  J e r s e y .  A 1 i h c ; ~ q h  
in tended  far m i l i J i a r y  F u q o s e s ,  d u r i n q  1 S 3 5 - 3 7  o n e  of these 
towers  accommodated thous?nds of ride-- A a, i n q u i s i t i v e  ~asszrs-by, 
W i t h o u t  a s i n g l e  adverse . ;xp-lr ience. l t l l  T3j . s  approving p u b l i c  
response n v s t  have encoT~r:2.g~d Strong a n 2  h i s  associates a? 
Mirands, E r s t h a r s ,  Inc. tc csnsidnlr a d z p t i n g  t h s  d e v i c e  t,? a nsw 
purpose.  A 1.53-fook, tw2-ara v e r s i o n  was marketed as a.2 ernlisE- 

ment ride by F?iranda Bro the r s ,  m d e r  license frcm StronqJs f i r m ,  
American Xrwnect Corp ( l z 5 e r  renamed Szf e Farachute Zn~igs ,  Ins. ) 





'chute, a cable pulls it t o  t h e  summit of t h e  tower. 
An automatic release starts the drop, and the 
passengers float gently t o  the ground. Vertical guide 
wires prevent  swaying, a metal r i n g  keeps the tchute 
open at all times and shock absorbers eliminate t h e  
impact of landing. 1 6  

Although the ride provided visitors w i t h  magnificent vistes  
and the feeling of being parachutists, several nincr mishaps 
dissuaded some from chancing t h e  jump. A more substantizl 
problem was the Parachute Jump's location, away fror: the area's 
main entrance. With the loss of t h e  Life Saver sponsors%ip a;: 
the end of the first season, it was decided to relocate the tower 
nearer to t h e  IND subway entrance, next to the popular Children's 
World. A t w e l f t h  ' chu t e  w a s  installed, and new footings were 
designed by I?. Doulton S t o t t ,  architect. The John Pi. Ryan 
Construction Company s u p e r v i s e d  the ride's re-siting. T3a 
estimated cost of the move was recorded as $68,500. If the 
figures listed by McCullough are correct, the prof it for - the t;slo 
seasons was approximately $28,500.17 

The Parachute J u x ~  at Steeplechase 

Following t-he close of the fair in October, 1340, thc 
Parachute Jump wzs acquired by Edward F. (Frank) T i l y o u  ax3 
George C. T i l y c u ,  Jr., o p e r a t o r s  of Steeplechase Park and sons of 
the park's foundzr .  In so doing,  they main ta inec !  t h e  traditian 
which begzn a t  the time 05 the 1876 Centennial E x h i b i t i o n  o.' 
Coney inheriting anusements from woridts fairs. 

Steeplechase Park was the brainchild of George Cornelius 
Tilyou ( l 8 6 2 - l 9 l c l ) ,  w h o  began h i s  career as a -teenager s e l l i r t q  
souvenirs of Coney Island and who is best remernbered for his key 
role in Coney's bi:rceoning amusement industry. G e o r p  q r z w  up ai. 
Coney Island, where his parents owned the Surf Housc,  one cf the 
area's first hotels. E i s  keen understanding of ths psyct~ulogy cf 
holiday pleasure-seekers led him to successfully packaqc znd s e l l  
salt water 2r.d sand to tourists wko had t r a v e l e d  east for che 
Philadelphia Centennial E x h i b i t i c c .  Although in-ro.'_ved in res2. 
estate trmisactiozs by the tine he w2s sevent~en, he satisfi;?cl 
his interest i n  ainusenents while workin5 with his father building 
Tilyoufs S ~ : r f  Theztrs, the Islan2's first. 



thm i ts Chicago c c u n t e r p a r t ,  it kias n e v e r t h ~ l e s s  b i l l d  b:: 
Ti lyou  as ')The F70r ld f s  Larqest." He imported or built severe1 
o the r  zmcscinent r i d z s ,  s c a t t e r d  all over Coney. Following thc 
l e a d  of Cay?tain Paul  Boyton, who i n  1 6 9 5  create* t 'ne world's 
first enclosed outdoor enusement pzrk, with admission charge6 zt 
a main gate, to exclade the rowdy elenent and attract families, 
Tilyou opened Stee-plechase Park in 1897. The fifteen-zcre pzrk 
was named z f t e r  tne undulant, curviag ,  m e t a l  t r a c k  over which 
wooden horses  ( on  wheels) encircled t h e  area's perimeter. The 

park's emblem, a " q r o t e s q x e ,  vaqeely 
d i a b o l i c a l  ... y r i r n i n g  'Funny ~ a c e ,  l t 1 5  was 
a l l i e d  w i t h  t h e  often-re?eated sloqx, 
"Steeplechasz,  the F u m y  ?lace." Constantly 
~ S d F n g  32% a t t r a c t i o n s ,  includinq levices 
which Tilyou hiinself  paten-ted, built, or 
perfected--the Hunan R o u l e t t e  Wheel, E z r r e l  
of Lcve, F - azz l e  Dazzle ( l a t e r  calle2 t h z  

- Hoop- la ) ,  and nany others--he a t t r t c t ~ d  
~udiezces eaqer to see their fe l low v i s i t o r s  

' nrake f o a l s  of t3ernselves. 

When Luna Park (1903) znd Dreanland (1904) cpened r.~alrSy, 
T i l y o u  welcometr. thern, co r r ec t l y  predicting t h a t  tke cx~petitia,i 
would incrsase profits f o r  211. Tilyouf s c ~ t e ? m i n ? , t F o n  ~ r 1 2  
rcsourcefulners es a sho-man are I l l u s t r z t e d  by his r e z c t l o 3  to 
the fire w5ich l e v e l e d  St2eplechese i n  J u l y ,  1907: he c h s r p d  
"Admission to t h e  Surnincj Ruins--10 C e n t s .  'The chance ta 
r e b u i l d  a l lowed  h i m  t o  zdd 2 s w i n n i g  pool an2 five-zcre P z v i l i o n  
of Fun. His unquenchable ec thus iasm led him t o  o p ~ ~ ,  in a Z d i t i s n  
t o  h i s  pzrk at Coney, s i n i l a r  lzrge conce~sions i n  c i t i e s  acrcss 
the country. He r a n  the park u n t i l  h i s  dea th  in 1414, whzn ir: 
was taken ovsr by h i s  sons .  

A f i r e  darnaged the  ptrk in Septexber, 1939, provic2inq e;aes 
for a new a t t r a c t i c n - - t h e  Paracnute Jump--which c o s t  the brcthers 
5150,000. No figure is avzilable fc r  the cast cf its rexovel wid 
re-erectior,, which occurred under  the direction cF are5itec-t 
Michael Marlo end enqixeer EZiu'in F;. Kleinert .  

General  sdnission to Sf ee~lechase incluSted t h z  cos t  cf 
r i d i n g  552 Parachute Junp. According to XcCullouqh, t k  
strclcture was pzintei! e-;cry season at e cost 02 $15,000 and t h z  
twelve 'chutes w e r s  multi-colored--praba5ly the o r i q i n a l s  lcft 
over from t32 fair. --. 4-. ,ne mid-1S40s ,  t h e y  k r e r n  y e p l i ~ e d  k y  
white 'chutes. Th? zscent t 2 c k  f i f ty - swez  s e c o n d s ;  the dascank 
varisl b e t v e ~ n  eleven and f i f t s e n  seco~ds, depending on t : ~ e  wlcd. 
Guring the w & r  gears ,  the Pzrachuk? 3ump vas extremely p o p l z r .  
Kany servic:err.en took t h e i r  w i v e s  and q i r l f r i e n d s  on t h e  r l d ~  znd 
elthough the r e s t  of Ccnelr Island was blacked-out  in the warkize 
defense  effort, a light ztop the  Pzrachute Jum? s a r v ~ c l  as 3 
Seacon f o r  Anerlcm plenes and s h i n s .  





At t h e  boardwalk level, t h ~  four-inch-thick coriczets 
platform served as a landing a r e a  for the descending parachutes., 
It is supported by wide flarge sections and four-inch-diaxeter 
lally columns approximately seven feet in heigzt. The structural 
steel members are relatively light sections. The landina 
platform has a radius of sixty-eight feet from the center of the 
tower. 

Four lighting standards are located around the base of the 
the tower at the outer edge of the platform, which is almost 
entirely enclosed by fencing except for an access ramp at the 
northeastern corner. The access ramp is constructed on a three- 
and-a-half-inch concrete slab supported by reinforced coilcrete 
beams and four-inch diameter lally columns founded on spread 
footings . Access to the tower can also be gained thrcugh 
existing boardwalk fence gates. 

Recent ~ i s t o r v ~  

With the death of Frank Tilyou in 1964, the surviving f a m i l y  
members reluctantly closed Steeplechase Park. In J u l v ,  1965, 
developer Fred C. Trump purchased the property fcr $2.5 million 
with the expectations of erecting a high-rise apartment building, 
In the interim he leased the proper ty  to Kormar. Kaufrnan, A n  
amusement operator, w h o  managed several former Steeplechase 
amusements; among these was the Parachute Jump, which functioned 
until 1968. The structure's associations with t h e  h i sko ry  of 
Coney Island have won it a place in popular culture, incl~ding a 
magazine advertisement for the American Express Compzny. 

The city took title to the twelve-acre site undez 
condemnation proceedings in 1969 for nearly four millign dollars; 
planners envisioned a municipal recreation ar=a. Two years later 
the ride was put up for sale at auction. h l ack  of response led 
to the request for bids to demolish. The Coney Island Cha~~ ,he r  of 
Commerce and Gravesend Historical Society were instrumental in 
having the Pzrachute Jump designated a Hew York C i t y  Lzndmark 013 
July 12, 1977; but on October 20, the designation was deliie< by 
the city's Board of Estinate. The continuing threat o: 
demolition was alleviated by structural engineering repcrts which 
attested to the tower's inherent soundn~ss, The sctrvival and 
rehabilitation of the Parlchute Jump hzs now Seen secured as ea 
important component of fast-f3od chain owner Horece Bullard's 
plans to redevelop the twenty-five acre f o r x r  Stecplech.ase sit? 
as a rcodern fanily-ariented amuserent park. 

Report written by: D?vid M. Breiner, Research Dept. 
Researched by: Janer Adczs, hese3rch D e p t .  

David Y. Sreiner 
E d i  t ~ d  S y :  ~ J z T ~ c ~  G n ~ ~ c h ~ i  , R p q ~ a r c h  n~p? - .  
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