
 

April 10, 2025 
Sent via email  
 
Dr. Leslee Keys (Chair) 
Susan Schjelderup (Vice Chair) 
Robert Olson 
Blair Knighting 
Christine Newman 
Janet Jordan 
Nick Jonihakis 
 
Dear CRRB: 
 
I am a professional archaeologist/historic preservationist, and previously served as the St Johns 
County Cultural Resources Coordinator from 2018-2021, which was one of the highlights of my 
career. I wish I could be with you all at the meeting, but want to thank you for your time and 
thank the County for posting documentation on their website that will go before you all. I am 
providing a brief summary of the history of the Magic Beach, its surroundings, and my 
involvement. I also have some questions and comments that I would respectfully request you 
consider.  
 
Questions/Comments: 

●​ The staff report mentions the documentation was prepared by Paul Weaver, who is a 
someone I am familiar with, but the provided reports do not list an author.  

●​ There is a provided HABS short form, which according to NPS guidelines does not seem 
appropriate for this particular project, as those forms are intended for projects with 
limited time for documentation or where limited information is available for research. 
According to the staff report, the staff has been helping the developer move forward 
through the demolition process for approximately 6 months.  

●​ This is not a true HABS report following National Park Service (NPS) guidelines. While 
the County has accepted similar style reports for demolitions, has this style of report 
been accepted for demolition of other Significant Cultural Resources? 

○​ A full HABS report should be completed, or information why the applicant feels 
the short form is appropriate.  

○​ The HABS report should have the historian clearly listed.  
●​ The HABS report also requires measured drawings and photographs, and the provided 

plans and photographs appear to be from the rehabilitation, making them over a decade 
old.  

○​ Although the past documentation could be useful as supplemental information, 
current information should be provided that documents current conditions.  

●​ Where are the supporting materials for the claims that other mitigation options were 
pursued? 

○​ No advertisement that the structure was offered for sale to be moved.  
○​ No quotes for costs to move structure.  



 

○​ No structural engineer report providing information about current conditions.  
●​ Are staff members qualified professionals in architectural history and/or history?  

○​ To ensure defensible work, if not, the CRRB, as the Board of County 
Commissioner’s advisory board in historic preservation matters, should be 
leading efforts pertaining to historic properties. 

 
The Magic Beach Motel, formerly known as the Blue Ocean, and the cluster of historic 
structures in Vilano Beach represent an important reminder of Florida’s historic tourism industry. 
During World War II, Florida was the home of many military training centers, and after the war, 
former military personnel returned with their families. As a result of the influx of residents and 
visitors, and increased travel along roads like Scenic A1A, construction of one-story, roadside 
motels like the Blue Ocean began to appear along these roadways, and Vilano Beach 
experienced increased growth as evidenced in the mid-century residences and commercial 
properties that still exist in the community.  
 
Rerouting A1A, carried traffic away from the core of the Vilano Beach community, yet the historic 
Vilano Beach community perseveres. In the early 2000s, a group proposed forming the Vilano 
Beach Main Street program to help spur economic development while also promoting historic 
preservation, and the Magic Beach was a main component in these efforts. The community was 
successful, and a Main Street program was formed. The County supported these efforts through 
land development codes that outlined incentives for historic preservation and supplemental 
funding to the program. The County and the Main Street program have also applied for 
numerous grants over the years that have funded various studies, historic resource surveys, 
and improvements.  
 
In 2010, the Magic Beach motel suffered a fire, but within two years, rehabilitation had been 
completed under the direction of a historic preservation architect. In 2013, the Secretary of State 
awarded the motel, and its partners including the County and the Main Street program for their 
efforts. Since the Main Street program’s inception, the Magic Beach Motel has played a pivotal 
role in marketing materials, including in State media, like the State’s Florida Main Street page as 
recently as November 2024, and on Vilano Beach Main Street’s own website to this day.  
 
In 2021, I was still employed by the County when a development application that included 
demolition of the Magic Beach was submitted. At that time, members of the public who were 
opposed to the demolition attended the October Cultural Resource Review Board (CRRB) 
meeting, and requested the CRRB consider designating the property a Significant Cultural 
Resource and a County Landmark. This was my last CRRB meeting, as I resigned from the 
County that day. At the December meeting, the CRRB designated the Magic Beach Motel as a 
Significant Cultural Resource, and ultimately, the BCC denied approval of the application before 
them, and the Magic Beach Motel was saved from demolition.  
 
In 2022, new owners purchased the motel and stated in a newspaper article that they had no 
plans to change it beyond general repairs and renovations. Since then, several investments 
have been made in preserving the existing historic structures in Vilano, like adaptive reuse and 



 

County Landmark Designation of the former Barrancotto’s restaurant, now Snappers, and 
renovation of Haley’s Court as a boutique hotel. Yet now in 2025, proposed demolition of the 
Magic Beach Motel is back on the table.  
 
Summary of select dates associated with the motel: 

●​ 1951: Blue Ocean Built 
●​ 1999: featured in the tv show Safe Harbor, renamed “Magic Beach” 
●​ 2001: a county-wide survey recommended the building was not individually eligible for 

listing in the National Register; however, at that time, the building was at or almost 50 
years old, the general threshold for a “historic” building.  

●​ 2002-2003: Vilano Beach promoted the Magic Beach as a significant feature while 
applying to become a designated Main Street program, and has been consistently 
highlighted as a feature of the Main Street area since its designation, including in 
promotional materials, like their own website (still on there right now), and as recently as 
November 2024 via their own social media pages, and the state’s Main Street social 
media pages. 

●​ 2010-2012: the structure underwent extensive rehabilitation under the supervision of a 
professional architect with historic preservation experience 

●​ 2013: Secretary of State awarded the Magic Beach Motel, Vilano Beach Main Street, St 
Johns County, North Shores Improvement Board, North Shores Corridor Design Review 
Board, Harry Scherwinski, and Les Thomas Outstanding Florida Main Street 
Private-Public Partnership Honor Award. 

●​ 2021: A staff report indicated the Magic Beach Motel is a Significant Cultural Resource, 
and qualifies as a County Landmark under the Land Development Code (LDC). CRRB 
designated it as Significant Cultural Resource under the LDC.  

●​ 2022: a local historic properties survey contracted by the county, using state grant funds, 
identified the Magic Beach as a contributing resource to a potential National Register 
Historic District. 

●​ 2025: the LDC guidelines for Historic Preservation (Special Districts) and the Vilano 
Beach Town Center both include historic preservation as a goal.  

●​ April 9, 2025: rooms are still being advertised with rates ranging from $94.99-$159.99.  
 
I believe that property rights are important, but I also believe in the County’s LDC, which 
provides guidelines for preserving St Johns County’s historic resources. In the County’s own 
words:  
“The Cultural Resources of St. Johns County are important community assets that enrich the 
lives of citizens and visitors alike. Certain Structures, Buildings, objects and sites within St. 
Johns County possess a special public interest and are important resources to understanding 
the heritage and historical development of the area. As such, these Cultural Resources, and in 
some cases their environs, should be designated as Significant Cultural Resources. Such 
Significant Cultural Resources should, to the extent possible, be maintained and protected in 
order to benefit the educational, cultural, economic and general welfare of the public. It is also 
recognized that harm or reasonably preventable deterioration of Cultural Resources on any 
property located within unincorporated St. Johns County constitutes harm to the public welfare.”  



 

 
Please consider the following: 

●​ Embracing the LDC and preserving this Significant Cultural Resource.  
●​ Encouraging the TDC to work with the property owner and local stakeholders like the 

Friends of the Scenic Highway and the Main Street,  to focus on the retro theme, which 
can be promoted along Scenic A1A with Vilano’s other retro offers, like Haley’s Court, 
Snapper’s, and Vilano 180.  

●​ Encouraging the adaptive reuse of the building and its incorporation into the design of 
any new development. For example, using the lobby for the development, but convert 
the rooms to restaurant and retail space and building around the existing structure. 

●​ Ensuring pertinent and appropriate documentation is prepared and reviewed by qualified 
professionals.  

 
Thank you for your time and consideration, 
Mercedes Harrold 
Jacksonville, Florida 
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Excerpts from the Press Release for the  2013 award. 
 



 



 

 
Magic Beach as boutique motel, May 2022.  
 



 

 
Magic Beach in film, again, August 2022.  



 

 
SJC provides financial support to preserve the historic character, October 2023.  
 



 

 
Florida Main Street celebrates the Magic Beach Motel, July 2024.  
 



 



 

 
Florida Main Street and Vilano Main Street celebrate the Magic Beach Motel, November 
2024.  
 



 



 

 
Magic Beach Motel is featured on several of the Vilano Beach Main Street Pages, April 
2025. 



 

 



 



 

 
HABS guidelines: 
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/heritagedocumentation/upload/HABS-Guidelines-Historical-Report
s_508.pdf 
 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/heritagedocumentation/upload/HABS-Guidelines-Historical-Reports_508.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/heritagedocumentation/upload/HABS-Guidelines-Historical-Reports_508.pdf
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