
The carousel house at Keansburg Amuse-
ment Park is almost empty now. The ride has 
been dismantled. The shiny jewel-laden horses 
and carriages, and other animals, are being 
stored at the water park across the street, also 
owned by the Gehlhaus family.

All have been recovered since they were swept 
into town by Hurricane Sandy’s tidal surge on 
the Raritan Bay. Even the lion that a local teen 
tried “to procure,” said Bill Gehlhaus.

But there are still two things missing. The 
Egyptian Mummy and a display case. Gehlhaus 
thinks the mummy has become somebody’s 
storm souvenir. The display may have just bro-
ken up, and its contents, including paper memo-
rabilia, drowned and scattered.

Too bad. In that case was photographic evi-
dence of the damage done by hurricanes before 
hurricanes were named. The big ones were in 
1938, the Great Atlantic storm of 1944 and Hur-
ricane Donna in 1960. Pictures of upside down 
kiddie rides, tossed midway stands, crumbled 
arcades and the boardwalk reduced to looking 
like “a toothpick factory gone wild,” Gehlhaus 
said.

The case was also a testament to the Gehlhaus 
family’s stubborn commitment to keep the park 
operating. Visitors who looked at those pictures, 
for more than five decades now, were astonished 
at the “then” and “now.” How could the park they 
were enjoying at that very moment ever have re-
covered from such rampant destruction?

So here we are again, the “then” and “now” 
all over again. Except then is right now, and the 
new now will be in the future. The Gehlhaus 
family will put their broken park back together 
yet again.

“It never crossed my mind not to rebuild, not 
for one second,” said Gehlhaus as he walked the 
grounds of his beloved, battered park. “This is 
what we do. This is who we are.”

The cleanup itself is monumental. The roller 

coaster is now anchored in three feet of sand. 
The Raritan Bay’s briny water corrupted the 
engines and control panels of every ride. Some 
ride cars surfed the surge deep into Keans-
burg’s neighborhoods. “We found some about a 
half-mile away,” Gehlhaus said.

Now the ride cars and carousel ponies are 
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lined up, ready to be cleaned; the mechanical 
parts shipped to be stripped and refabricated. 
Engineers from the various ride manufacturers 
have come in to make sure the metal, structural 
skeletons are sound.

Unlike at Seaside Heights, where the roller 
coaster in the ocean has been the signature im-
age of Sandy’s power, the Keansburg coaster 
seemed to have survived just fine, except for the 
sand at the base and “a couple of support beams 
got slightly bent,” Gehlhaus said.

The Skee-ball and other arcade games, 
smashed as if by vandals wielding axes, have 
been carted away. The ground, once covered 
with sand and muck and a graveyard for thou-
sands of the stuffed animals and other toys from 
the midway games, is almost clean. Gehlhaus 
and his brother, Hank, have led a small team of 
employees in sweeping out the sand, with heavy 
equipment and brooms.

“I learned to operate a Bobcat (to plow sand),” 
Gehlhaus said. “I drove one before.”

The Gehlhauses say they’ll be open by Easter, 
like every year. “Always,” said Hank Gehlhaus, 
“Every year. This year it’s March 31. I wish it was 
later, but it’s not. We have a deadline to make.”

“My father and grandfather dealt with worse, 
in my opinion,” Gehlhaus said.

In those days, there was no sand berm be-
tween the park and Raritan Bay to diffuse wave 
surge. The Army Corps of Engineers built those 
dunes in the late ‘60s. The old amusement park 
also had a slightly raised wooden boardwalk, 
which the surge from those legendary storms 
turned to thousands of disparate planks, or 
toothpicks, as Gehlhaus said. Today, the midway 
is paved.

Like many shorefront amusements and oddi-
ties - Lucy the Margate Elephant, for one - the 
park began as a way to sell real estate.

The very first ride was a ferry boat, which 
William A. Gehlhaus, the patriarch, used to 
bring over New Yorkers who might have been 
interested in a summer home. He built a casino, 
dance hall, had games of chance and, finally, me-
chanical rides.

It’s a story as American as a Coney Island hot 
dog. William A. was the son of German immi-
grants, a baker and brick maker by trade, and 
started businesses in the Bayshore. He bought 
up marshlands facing the bay and stabilized the 
land.

“He had a vision. He knew people would want 
waterfront property,” Hank Gehlhaus said pre-
viously. “He filled in all that marshland and 

carved it into building lots.”
Keansburg is not only the oldest amusement 

park in New Jersey, it’s the most old-fashioned. 
Kiddie rides, like the Jolly Caterpillar, are slow 
spins over gentle rises, with no flashing lights or 
electronic music.

The bumper cars are classics, visited by afi-
cionados of such things. Popeye the Sailor and 
Betty Boop are painted on the arcade, a charac-
ter who is a mystery to most of today’s children.

The carousel house itself was brought to Ke-
ansburg by horse and carriage in 1899 from the 
National Export Exposition in Philadelphia. Its 
steel structure weathered every storm since.

It has also weathered threats from the mod-
ern land developers. The family sold the park in 
1972 but kept a hand in the midway game booth 
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and food stands.
“My father sold it in 1972 because he thought 

he was dying,” Hank Gehlhaus said. “My brother 
and I were too young to take it over, but the ink 
wasn’t even dry on the contract before he re-
gretted it. He said it was the worst mistake of his 
life.”

The new owners thought of razing the park 
for condos, but the real estate bust of 1987 scut-
tled the plan. By 1995, they had sold it back to the 
Gehlhauses.

Now the park is in ruins, and while real estate 
developers may circle, Bill said he and his broth-
er are resolute.

“We have a big task here, but we’ll get it done,” 
Bill said as he looked around the park. “We can’t 
give it up. We have too much time and money in-
vested in this. This is our life. It’s as simple as 
that.”
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