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Diamonds in the Sand
Cape May Diamonds Dazzle Visitors

IT WAS FORTUITOUS THAT I ENDED UP STAYING AT THE BEDFORD 
INN BED-AND-BREAKFAST HOTEL IN CAPE MAY, NEW JERSEY, FOR 
IT WAS HERE MY ADVENTURE BEGAN WITH A CONVERSATION 
WITH ARCHIE KIRK, THE OWNER.

“Do you know about the Cape May diamonds?” he asked casually, and using the 
brilliantly-painted mural of Cape May that lines his dining room walls as a guide, 
pointed me toward Sunset Beach at Cape May Point.

I was hooked. A real treasure hunt. 
Following his directions, I made my way 
to the gift shops at Sunset Beach to learn 
more about the Cape May diamonds. 
There, I found faceted and mounted 
gems and books, including The Legend 
of the Cape May Diamond, by award-
winning writer Trinka Hakes Noble.

Just like real diamonds

To the naked eye viewing a polished 
and faceted Cape May diamond, there 
is no distinguishable difference between 
it and a real diamond.  Until modern 
gem scanning equipment was developed, 
they were passed along by unscrupulous 
vendors as genuine diamonds. As closely 
as I examined the stones, I could not 
tell the difference either. They sparkle as 
brilliantly as any engagement ring, but 
sadly, unlike true diamonds, have no 
substantial value.

According to legend and local history, 
Cape May diamonds are pure quartz 
crystal, and look like clear pebbles 
along the beach. When wet, they are 
translucent in hues of white, beige and 
rose, polished smooth by the ocean 
waves and sand. 

Often mistaken for river-smoothed 
glass from New Jersey’s once-thriving 
glass manufacturing industry, 
geologists claim the crystals are local 
in origin, washing out of nearby 
Pleistocene gravel deposits. They 

register an eight on the hardness scale.

Claims are their source is over 200 
miles away, in the upper reaches of 
the Delaware River. “The Cape May 
diamonds are the daughters of the river, 
linking the state’s past and present. These 
fragments of quartz rock have hidden 
in the river, plucked away from the 
mountains lining its banks,” says author 
Noble. They erode from pockets and 
veins along the swift-running steams and 
tumble downstream on a journey that 
takes thousands of years.  

Upon reaching the 17-mile-wide 
mouth of the Delaware Bay, the crystals 
are carried by strong currents into the 
crumbling hull of the World War I 
concrete ship S.S. Atlantus that stops 
their flow and swirls them onto the 
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beach in abundance. Depending on the 
time of year, they can be found in sizes 
up to and larger than a marble. Most 
larger crystals are found in winter when 
the surf is stronger, most often at Sunset 
and Higbee beaches.

The biggest Cape May Diamond 
finds have been egg-sized, with the 
largest, found in New Castle, Delaware, 
weighing in at three pounds 14 ounces. 
The ones I found were pea-sized, more 
or less. I was told that I could hire a 
jeweler to facet and polish my stones 
into sparkling gems, but to me and 
most visitors, they make great souvenirs 
as they are.

The beach is unique in that it is 
divided by a long jetty into two sections.  
On one side, the beach is smooth 
and white; on the other, strolling is 
inhibited by wide pebble piles. The jetty 
itself points into the water toward the 
Atlantus’ sunken hull. Once my eyes 
became accustomed, I easily spotted the 
crystals hidden among the pebbles.

Indian Money

The original inhabitants of Cape 
May were the Lenni Lenape tribe, a 
subdivision of the Kechemeche Indians, 
who lived in Southern New Jersey.  They 
were a peaceful tribe that spent its time 
hunting and farming. Both salt and 
fresh water drew them to this area, along 
with the discovery of the smooth quartz 
crystals—the Cape May diamonds.

Those diamonds were believed by the 
natives to hold mystical powers, and said 
to give strength, well-being, and good 
fortune to those who possessed them, so 
they wore them as jewelry and gave them 
as gifts to the newly-arriving European 
colonists to seal bonds of friendship.

One of the largest Cape May 
diamonds was presented to the early 
settler Christopher Leaming by King 
Nummy, the last king of the Lenni 
Lenape. King Nummy received the gem 
himself from the Kechemeche tribe.

The diamonds were also widely used to barter for goods and services between other 
tribes and early settlers, along with wampum made by stringing shells with small beads.

Flag Ceremony at Sunset Beach
As part of the Sunset Beach tradition, a flag ceremony is held each evening between 

May through September.  It is a 40-year-old tradition started by Marvin Hume, a 
Navy veteran, and founder of the Sunset Beach Gift Shops. All flags flown are veterans’ 
casket flags that families bring with them, and at dusk the ceremonial lowering of Old 
Glory is highlighted by a recording of Kate Smith singing God Bless America, and the 
playing of Taps. It is an event widely attended by tourists, locals and veterans.

“We are now in the third generation of Humes carrying on the tradition, and it is an 
experience everyone should include on their visit to Cape May,” says Diane Wieland, 
director of Cape May County Department of Tourism.

Throughout the day, visitors drop into the Sunset Beach Gift Shops, now run by 
Hume’s son and wife, to grab an ice cream cone and purchase Cape May diamond 
pendants, bracelets, rings, and earrings as mementos of their trip, as well as verify their 
finds as true Cape May diamonds. 

Staying in Cape May is a 5-diamond experience in itself, and a fun ferry ride 
away to the Southern tip of New Jersey. It is renowned for its Victorian architecture, 
harkening back to its early history as the country’s oldest seaside resort, and currently 
containing one of the largest collections of late 19th century frame buildings left in 
the U.S. Here visitors can delight in Victorian homes transformed into cozy bed-and-
breakfast accommodations and charming streetscapes.

The Bedford Inn
My B&B, The Bedford Inn, was established originally in 1883 by Joseph Page, a 

wealthy stockbroker from Philadelphia, for his family. It was built in the Victorian 
Italianate symmetrical style as a double side-by-side home, commonly called a 
“mother-daughter” house, with all the modern conveniences including heaters, hot 
and cold water throughout, and patented water-closets and bathrooms.

In 1966, two couples from Indiana, the Fords and the Bedsworths, purchased the 
house to run it as a summertime business, combining their names to form the name 
Bedford Inn. They opened both sides and created six apartments for vacationing families. 
Currently, the Bedford Inn is owned and operated by Archie and Stephanie Kirk. 

The Bedford Inn

CONTINUED ON PAGE 128
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Bedford Inn Dining Room

All rooms have private baths and 
are furnished with period antiques. 
Guests feel as if they have stepped back 
to Victorian times themselves. Relax 
by the cozy fireplace in the Victorian 
parlor, catch the ocean breeze on the 
screened porch rockers, and be sure to 
take afternoon tea while marveling at 
the room-sized mural that surrounds the 
dining room walls. 

In early 2014, the Bedford Inn suffered 
a fire and is currently under renovation, 
but should be now accepting reservations 
for later in the year. Perhaps Archie Kirk 
could point out just where you can find 
the Cape May diamonds too. v

RESOURCES
Cape May Tourism Information
www.thejerseycape.com

Sunset Beach Gifts
The foot of Sunset Boulevard
Cape May Point, NJ 08212
www.sunsetbeachnj.com
800-757-6468

Bedford Inn Bed and Breakfast
805 Stockton Avenue
Cape May, NJ 08204
www.bedfordinn.com
609-884-4158

AUTHOR: Linda Barrett loves a good hunt and can 
often be spotted on a treasure hunt on the beach, in 
the woods, or at yard sales. She is the owner of All 
the Buzz, a writing, PR and marketing creative firm, 
www.allthebuzz.net.
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