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 Throughout the Gilded Age, many American Presidents sought refuge from the heat of 

the nation’s capital and spent their summer at the Jersey Shore. Presidents Ulysses S. Grant, 

Rutherford B. Hayes, James A. Garfield, Chester A. Arthur, Benjamin Harrison, William 

McKinley, and Woodrow Wilson all visited Long Branch, worshipped at St. James Chapel on 

Ocean Avenue, and owned property in the historic beach town. In particular, Woodrow Wilson’s 

importance to Long Branch cannot be understated; his history remains imprinted within the 

fabric of this town, as evidenced by the Shadow Lawn mansion at Monmouth University as well 

as the Woodrow Wilson Commons owned by the Long Branch Housing Authority. Although 

Long Branch is not the same town these Presidents knew, their visits and connections to the town 

has allowed Long Branch to become an integral part of American Presidential history. 

 Woodrow Wilson was born on December 28th, 1856,  in Virginia. In 1879, he graduated 

from Princeton University and obtained a law degree from Johns Hopkins University several 

years later. (History Channel Website, 3).  Before politics, Wilson taught as a professor at 

schools like Wesleyan College, and eventually became president of Princeton University. While 

president of his alma mater, Wilson gained national attention for his education reforms, which 

were indicative of his role as a reform leader during his two Presidential terms. In 1910, Wilson 

was elected governor of New Jersey and served in the position for three years; this paved the 

way for him to rise in the political sphere. In the election of 1912, the Democratic Party chose 

Wilson as their candidate, while Theodore Roosevelt and William Taft split the Republican 

ticket, allowing Wilson to win the Electoral College and thus the presidency. 



Serving as the 28th President from 1913 to 1921, Wilson attempted to provide stability 

and promote global democracy through progressive reform. During his first administration, 

Wilson passed the Underwood Act to reduce the nation’s tariffs, and pushed legislation through 

Congress that created the Federal Reserve Bank; our modern central bank which controls the 

money supply and has monetary responsibility throughout the nation. Although the Great War 

broke out in 1914, Wilson was largely against America joining the fight.  He even ran for his 

second term in 1916 with the slogan, “He kept us out of the war”. This soon changed after his re-

election with the emergence of the Zimmerman Telegram and Germany’s declaration of 

unrestricted submarine warfare. For a year, Wilson acted as Commander and Chief to one of the 

strongest nations in the world at a time of great chaos and disruption. It was at this time that he 

penned his Fourteen Points, which dealt with principles of world peace and negotiation.  

After the Central Powers and the Allied Powers agreed upon an armistice and the Treaty 

of Versailles was signed by the Allies, Wilson’s fourteenth principle came to fruition - almost. 

The League of Nations, designed to promote world peace and re-solve for global disputes, could 

have been Wilson’s greatest achievement as President; however, he was unable to gather the     
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 necessary in the Senate to allow America to join the group. Even after speaking across the 

country about the importance of the League of Nations, the legislative branch did not see his 

ideas as plausible, and, with a touch of vengeance, voted down admission, twice. While on his 

speaking tour, Wilson suffered a stroke; through his ailing health and his ailing dreams, it is clear 

that Wilson suffered through a tough end to his political career. 

 Wilson’s connection to New Jersey alone is significant; when analyzing his connection to 

our hometown, it is critical to understand the legacy Wilson has left behind. Shadow Lawn, a 

landmark in the town and central building at Monmouth University, was designed by Henry 



Edward Creiger in 1902. (“Beyond the Gilded Age”, 1). Wilson agreed to buy this mansion in 

early 1915 after it was offered by Joseph B. Greenhut as a “Summer White House”. Taking into 

account his long list of accomplishments in his political career, it is no wonder why a man like 

Wilson would want to spend time in luxury, away from his problems in Washington D.C.; it is in 

this way that Wilson sought refuge in Long Branch. Today, this mansion is Wilson Hall after our 

great leader and remains on the Monmouth University campus as a historical site and 

architectural wonder (“History of Wilson Hall”, 1).  In modern context, Wilson’s name is also 

used by the Long Branch Housing Authority’s Section 8 Apartments, called Woodrow Wilson 

Commons; which provides housing assistance to low-income families.  It is an example of 

government assistance and reform and is therefore a progression of the reforms Wilson enacted 

during his presidency.  

 Through his rise in politics and his summers in Long Branch, Woodrow Wilson has 

remained an integral part of Long Branch and New Jersey history. After becoming president of a 

prestigious New Jersey university, Wilson was elected New Jersey state governor years later. 

During his two-term presidency, Woodrow Wilson sought peace.  Although his goal was not 

reached, his Fourteen Points and ideas for global negotiation influenced future interactions and 

longer-lasting groups, like the United Nations. Locally, Wilson has become rooted within Long 

Branch’s culture without many citizens realizing it.  Among the seven Presidents to visit Long 

Branch, Wilson was the last. Although Wilson provided Long Branch with increased tourism and 

business through his stay, Long Branch undoubtedly provided him with a chance to escape stress 

and worry about the Great War, the economic situation, and the League of Nations proposal, by 

enjoying a summer home at Shadow Lawn. It is in this way, therefore, that Woodrow Wilson has 



become of great interest to Long Branch, because it is known how much Wilson valued our 

town. 
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