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beach views, musical acts, and amusement park rides. It spurred the growth and 

development that was headed for Myrtle Beach.  

The real development of Myrtle Beach came after Hurricane Hazel ravaged the 

coast in 1954. The city was determined to reinvent itself after the destruction, and the 

futuristic style of “Populuxe” became the trend of the era.26 Instead of motels that had 

developed earlier in the decade, themed Modern motels were intended to be part of the 

destination instead of only a means of getting to the destination. The City of Myrtle 

Beach was eager to advertise the “many beautiful ultra-modern hotels that have been 

built in recent years to house the traveler,” as a way to draw more visitors to their town.27 

They were familiar to families traveling to new locations, which provided a sense of 

security to this new phenomenon of family automobile travel. This familiarity came in 

the form of their layout. The proximity of the car to the motel reflected similar patterns of 

movement that visitors felt at home, but even more so, the suites that the Waikiki 

provided, with kitchenettes, color TVs, and couches, allowed visitors to feel like they 

were right at home during their vacation. However, the Hawaiian theme, which was 

drastically oversimplified, led them to believe in a false sense of place that was idealized 

for its bold and simple depiction.28 The affordability and ease with which these motels 

accommodated families, familiarity, and their automobiles made them the top choice for 

the traveling nuclear family of the 1950s and 1960s. As Katherine Fuller’s 2002 thesis 

states, “Ironically, these tourists wanted the motels, restaurants and activities to be 

                                                        
26 Billingsley, Lost Myrtle Beach, 85. 
27 “Welcome to South Carolina,” Brochure, The Research, Planning and Development Board, “Tourism in 

South Carolina” Vertical File, Box 2, South Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina, Columbia, 

S.C.  
28 Lydia M. Brandt, First in the Homes of his Countrymen: George Washington’s Mount Vernon in the 

American Imagination (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2016), 173. 
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different from home, but not so strange as to make them uncomfortable. The motels of 

Myrtle Beach … were developed with those ideas in mind.”29 

3.2 Development of a Resort Town & Entertainment Center 

After Hurricane Hazel, developers took advantage of the cheap land and 

transformed Myrtle Beach into a tourist industry. Where small cottages had once dotted 

the landscape, hotels and motels became the new normal. Because of the devastation 

from the hurricane, building boom, and the eagerness of businessmen to make money, 

Myrtle Beach became the state’s greatest number of midcentury motels.30 These motels 

helped spur the development of Myrtle Beach as a middle-class tourist destination. The 

Waikiki Village was one of the dozens of Modern motels constructed during the span of 

1955 to 1965, helping establish Myrtle Beach’s “Golden Era” during the 1960s.31 The 

motels were themed, inviting, and affordable, but also provided the sense of familiarity 

necessary for them to feel comfortable. The Waikiki’s turquoise accents helped make it 

distinguishable from other motels along the strip of Ocean Boulevard, and the Hawaiian 

inspired cabana caught motorists’ attention and drew them into the property.  

The year 1963, which was when the Waikiki Village opened, was a record year 

for tourism in Myrtle Beach. According to the Sun-News newspaper, “tourists brought an 

estimated $48.5 million to the Grand Strand and stimulated construction investments that 

totaled $9.5 million during 1963.”32 This growth was in part due to an aggressive 

marketing campaign by the Myrtle Beach Chamber of Commerce. Since Hurricane 

                                                        
29 Katherine J. Fuller, “Populuxe Motels: Preservation in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina and the Wildwoods, 

New Jersey” (master’s thesis, Goucher College, 2002), 5-6.  
30 New South Associates, “Horry County Historic Resources Survey,” 2009.  
31 Chris Mowder, “The History of Myrtle Beach Tourism: A Look at the Events & Attractions that Made 

the Strand Grand,” Myrtlebeach.com, accessed October 6, 2016, http://www.myrtlebeach.com/timeline/.   
32 “1963 Sets Record For Tourist Business Along Grand Strand,” Sun-News, Jan. 2, 1964. 

http://www.myrtlebeach.com/timeline/
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Hazel, the Chamber focused on five areas of activity for Myrtle Beach’s economy to 

grow: travel promotion, business development, community development, public affairs, 

and membership affairs.33  The Waikiki and other motels, shops, and entertainment 

centers added to this growth and continued to bring popularity to the Grand Strand. One 

of the main draws to Myrtle Beach was the Pavilion, which had been the epicenter of 

entertainment since 1920. Located less than two miles from the Waikiki Village Motel, 

the Pavilion featured a dance hall, amusement park rides, and was the home of the annual 

Sun Fun Pageant. 

What made Modern motels so different from previous ones were that they were 

part of the destination, not just a stop along the way. Finding a lodging location that could 

provide entertainment outside of the beach was important to many families. Shying away 

from standard and mundane looking roadside architecture, which were meant to provide 

the same comforting interiors and exteriors all across the country, these styles promoted 

themselves as exciting, exotic, and a place of fantasy.34  

In 1963, thirty-one-year-old S. M. Johnston saw the development of Myrtle Beach 

continuing to grow after Hurricane Hazel, and decided to construct his first motel, the 

Waikiki Village. This motel would be the first of over twenty beach resorts that Johnston 

would be associated with during his lifetime.35 The Waikiki Village opened to visitors in 

1963 as a Hawaiian paradise that was easily accessible by automobile to those on the east 

coast. Due to its popularity, Johnston enlarged the motel by another wing on the west side 

                                                        
33 Katherine Fuller, “Myrtle Beach Music and Motels,” in Looking Beyond the Highway: Dixie Roads and 

Culture, ed. Claudette Stager and Martha Carver (Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press, 2006), 

157. 
34 Jake A. Jakle, Keith A. Sculle and Jefferson S. Rogers, The Motel in America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1996), 21. 
35 Obituary of S. M. Johnston, Sun News, December 24, 2003. 
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to accommodate more guests sometime between 1967 and 1969.36 He would also convert 

the hut in the center of the landscape from a restaurant and front office into six more 

rooms. However, by 1970, Johnston decided to continue developing land into resorts 

instead of managing them and sold the property to James Watts. Johnston, whom many 

referred to as “Mr. Holiday Inn” because of his knack for developing hotels, motels, and 

condominiums, would continue to be a “pioneer of the Myrtle Beach tourism industry” 

until his death in 2003.37 

One of the selling points of Myrtle Beach was its ability to entertain. Not only 

was the town full of hotels and motels situated near the Atlantic Ocean, but the Myrtle 

Beach Pavilion started the reputation as a place to go for fun. The dancing, pageants, and 

eventually roller coasters at the Pavilion became a form of entertainment outside of the 

ocean all together. As passengers flocked to Myrtle Beach via Highway 17, developers 

took advantage of that real estate for recreational purposes. Miniature golf became a 

popular attraction along this stretch of roadway, and like the motels along Ocean 

Boulevard, these mini golf courses aimed to draw in visitors with outrageous themes and 

designs. Other forms of entertainment along the Grand Strand included Gay Dolphin 

Park, an amusement park with roller coasters and an oceanfront arcade, Serpent City, a 

reptile house that also featured exotic zoo animals like lions and monkeys, and the Grand 

Strand Amusement Park.38 All of these entertainments opened during the 1960s as Myrtle 

Beach continued to grow and were located along or just off the two main drags: Ocean 

Boulevard and Kings Highway (Route 17) for easy access from many of the nearby 

motels. 

                                                        
36 Nancy Watts Hall. 
37 Nancy Watts Hall; Obituary. 
38 Billingsley, Lost Myrtle Beach, 97-98. 
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3.3 A Mom-and-Pop Enterprise 

While the motel was built in 1963, one family has continuously owned it since 

1970. James O’Neill Watts purchased the motel as an investment property in that year, 

thinking that he could make a large profit on it in a few years as development of Ocean 

Boulevard continued.39 However, Mr. Watts and the entire Watts family, fell in love with 

the Hawaiian themed motel. From 1970 until his death in 1992, James Watts and his 

wife, Louise, ran a family-friendly establishment that brought many patrons back year 

after year. Louise, with the help of her two daughters, Nancy and Sandra, operated the 

Waikiki until her passing in 1999. Nancy and her sister have continued their family’s 

business into the twenty-first century and maintain the close relationships with guests for 

which they have become known.40 It is this personal touch, along with the nostalgia and 

novelty of the Waikiki, that keeps guests returning year after year. 

For over forty years, the Waikiki Village has hosted couples and families from all 

over the United States and Canada. Its distinguishable design inspires passersby to pose 

for photographs in front of the Hawaiian hut, but is also stimulating for artists. In 2012, 

photographers Cynthia Farnell and Dan Powell debuted an exhibit on the Waikiki Village 

at the Franklin G. Burroughs-Simeon B. Chapin Art Museum in Myrtle Beach. Originally 

intended to focus on motel lobbies in Myrtle Beach, the artists decided to narrow their 

attention on the Waikiki alone due to its architectural significance, friendly guests, and 

devoted owner. The exhibit, “Wish You Were Here: A Photographic Essay,” ran from 

January 15 through February 26, 2012 and was well received by visitors to the museum. 

                                                        
39 Nancy Watts Hall. 
40 While meeting with Nancy, she showed countless photo albums dating back to the 1970s of guests whom 

she still knows and with whom she keeps in contact. She knew everyone by first name and details about 

their life and family, and even collected Christmas cards, which have been sent to her by guests. 
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The artists’ attention to the motel embodies the cultural and architectural importance that 

this place plays for the community of Myrtle Beach, but also for Modern motels around 

the country.41 

The Mom-and-Pop aspect of this motel is increasingly unique as more motels are 

bought out by national chains. The growth of the motel as architecture reflects the wants 

and needs of mobile Americans from the 1920s through the 1960s.42 While the majority 

of motor camps, cottage courts, and motor inns were privately owned and operated in the 

early years of automobile travel, standardized roadside motels became the norm 

beginning in the 1960s. Howard Johnsons and Holiday Inns gave visitors the same 

experience whether they were in New York or Nevada. They pride themselves on having 

the same exterior architecture, interior room decor, level of service, and approximate 

price throughout the nation.43 The design of Mid-Century Modern motels in places like 

Myrtle Beach aimed for the exact opposite. They wanted to stand out, be one of a kind, 

and were privately run. The fact that the Waikiki Village is still a remnant of this period 

in the evolution of roadside architecture makes it more significant now than ever. As 

large numbers of these motels succumb to demolition, it is important to remember their 

value and look at options that include preservation instead of destruction. 

Modern motels have become significant as examples architecture from the recent 

past. While many people can remember when Mid-Century Modern buildings were 

constructed, they deserve consideration as important cultural and historic resources.44 

                                                        
41 A flyer for the exhibit reads: “The motel is a place whose existence has straddled major cultural shifts 

over time. Much of this history is manifested visually in Waikiki Village and its community.” 
42 Jakle, Sculle, and Rogers, The Motel in America, 23. 
43 Jakle, Sculle, and Rogers, The Motel in America, 22. 
44 South Carolina State Historic Preservation Office, “Why Are We Looking at That? Mid Century Modern 

Architecture in South Carolina,” (Columbia, SC), 2. 

http://shpo.sc.gov/research/Documents/WhyThat.pdf  (Accessed October 17, 2016). 
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Motels in particular are vestiges of the rise in the importance of the automobile. The use 

of prefabricated supplies made these buildings easier to construct than buildings in the 

past, which made constructing them so much more economical. These motels are also 

examples of the changing form of motel architecture, which constantly changes and both 

reflects and contributes to societal change.45 They help to tell the story of the built 

environment and provide context to concepts like urban renewal, segregation, and 

advances in technology.46 While many people find it difficult to embrace recent past 

architecture, the Waikiki Village Motel is an excellent example of a Mid-Century 

Modern motel that so perfectly sums up the exuberance and abundance of the early-to-

mid-1960s. To lose it, like so many other motels of the era and of Myrtle Beach, would 

be a tremendous loss for the community’s history.  

Myrtle Beach started out as a marshy, uninhabitable landscape that business 

transformed into a money-making destination. The development of roads like Highway 

17 and Interstate 95 brought visitors from all over the east coast to enjoy the beach and 

other entertainment opportunities available to them. Without men like Burroughs, 

Collins, Johnston, and Watts, Myrtle Beach and the Waikiki Village might not have 

developed into the prosperous city and motel that they are, respectively. The combination 

of development and entertainment allowed the city to become the attraction it currently 

is. The Waikiki played a part in this story of development and served those who came to 

the beach for entertainment and recreation. It is a vestige of the growth and prosperity of 

Myrtle Beach that began in the 1960s.  

                                                        
45 Jakle, Sculle and Rogers, The Motel in America, 18. 
46 Jane Campbell et al., “A Case Study on Mid-Century Modern Architecture: LBC&W” (paper presented 

at the South Carolina Statewide Historic Preservation Conference, Columbia, South Carolina, April 23, 

2015).  
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Chapter 4 

Conclusion 

The Waikiki Village is a genuine Mom-and-Pop owned and operated Mid-

Century Modern style motel. While once one of many, the motel stands as one of the few 

remaining examples of this particular design. It represents the beginnings of Myrtle 

Beach’s contemporary tourism industry and how it played a part in taking the Grand 

Strand out of the swampy backwoods that was isolated from the rest of the state and 

brought it to national recognition as a place for fun in the sun. The Waikiki developed 

during the post-Hazel push for more tourism by the Chamber of Commerce, and catered 

to the families that longed for a fun and affordable vacation. The automobile and 

advertising industry both played a role in keeping people mobile. Part of that mobility 

included these family vacations and the enjoyment that accompanied them. The Waikiki 

catered to that newfound idea of recreation.  

While the landscape around it continues to develop high-rise resorts, the Waikiki 

Village plans to stay the way it is. The nostalgia of its design, layout, and color palette 

allow modern day visitors to get a sense of an authentic Mid-Century Modern motel that 

was inspired by the illusion of Hawaii, the automobile, and growth in the tourism 

industry. Instead of being a standard example of contemporary roadside architecture, the 

Waikiki aimed to be a prominent display as its own motel. It stands as a tangible link to 

America’s social history. The design of Modern motels also offers a perspective on 

American architecture in the period of 1955 to 1965, and how these buildings served as 
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their own advertisements for automobile drivers. The Modern design elements gave it 

that air of newness and modernity while the Hawaiian inspired look brought attention to 

passersby, and continues to do so today. This streamlined, austere look of the motel 

juxtaposed with the laid-back simplicity of the Hawaiian-style hut make it distinctively 

“Populuxe.”  

The Mom-and-Pop aspect of the Waikiki is another way that sets this motel apart. 

While many motels from that era face the wrecking ball in favor of high-rise complexes, 

the Waikiki Village has remained in the same family since 1970 and has continually 

operated as a motel since 1963. The family run business keeps the motel much as it was 

when it opened and helps it retain that mid-century feeling. The Waikiki Village Motel 

stands as a testament to Myrtle Beach’s development, its rise as a tourist industry, and the 

Modern movement that swept the country. It is a significant piece of the built 

environment in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina.  
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Figure A.2 Room layout for the Waikiki Village Motel. (Photo courtesy of 

www.waikikivillagemb.com.) 
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   Figure B.2 Original exposed cinderblock walls. (Photo courtesy of  

   Nancy Watts Hall.) 

 

 
 

      Figure B.3 Current sheetrock wall. (Photo by the author.)
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Figure B.4 Standard kitchen in Waikiki room. (Photo by the author.) 

 

 
 

Figure B.5 Efficiency room in Hawaiian-style hut. (Photo by the author.) 
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    Figure B.6 Standard bathroom in Waikiki 

    Village Motel. (Photo by the author.) 
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Figure B.7 Indoor hot tub, smaller Hawaiian-style hut. (Photo by the author.) 

 

 
 

Figure B.8 Boomerang shaped pool. (Photo by the author.) 
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Figure B.9 Kiddie pool. (Photo by the author.) 

 

 
 

 Figure B.10 View from Room 234. (Photo by the author.) 


