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Through word of mouth, this hotel 
became so popular and such a desired 
location that the establishment soon had 
to turn down applicants.  In 1889, “over 
three hundred of such applications were 
declined.  And it is fair to infer that as 
many more hearing of this did not apply” 
it was reported in the Aiken Journal and 
Review.  It was noted in 1895 in the Re-
view of Reviews to have, “few equals and 
no superiors” and that fact is likely due 
to their “excellent service and faultless 
cuisine for which this hotel has long been 
noted”.  Unlike today’s motels though, it 
didn’t operate all year long.  It opened for 
business in November and closed in June, 
giving Aiken’s Winter Colonists a first-
class place to stay.  As one came upon the 
Highland Park Hotel, its imposing Em-
pire styled, four-storied wooden structure 
with verandas that stretched across each 
wing was enough to impress from first 
glace.  According to an 1889 Aiken Jour-
nal and Review article, the grounds were 

seeded with rye grass during the winter 
and spring months so that the lawn would 
be a lush green vision for their special 
guests.  “Several hundred acres” were 
“enclosed as a park and care was taken 
to preserve the evergreen native pines”.  
But upon entering the establishment, one 
was amazed that they offered both men’s 
and women’s billiard rooms, a bowling 
alley, and a ballroom.  It was lighted with 
electricity and gas, the bedrooms were 
heated by open wood fire places, while 
the public rooms in addition to these and 
the halls are heated by steam,” according 
to an 1892 article in the Aiken Journal 
and Review.  The kitchen bragged that the 
guests were “supplied with an abundance 
of the best and richest milk” because 
Mr. B. P. Chatfield’s dairy that supplied 
the hotel, was about a mile away from 
the hotel.  Outside there were tennis and 
croquet courts, stables and riding trails, 
walking trails, a tall windmill, and a 
beautiful pavilion.  The hotel was also 

utilized by the Winter Colonists as 
a reception area where they would 
throw dinners and luncheons for 
their special friends and balls 
were thrown in the formal ball-
room.  Sadly the opulent wooden 
structure was burned when a fire 
that started in the laundry room 
spread quickly and destroyed 
the hotel on February 6, 1898.  
Luckily all 168 guests were able 
to escape unharmed and with all 
their belongings except for one 
gentleman from Boston who was 
wounded by a hotel manager who 
thought him to be a thief.  
A second Highland Park Hotel 
was built on the exact location of 
the first, but this time it was built 
in a three-story Spanish Colonial 
Revival Style with what looked 

like twin bell towers in the front of the 
building.  Originally built in 1915 with 
80 rooms, it was quickly enlarged to 125 
rooms.  The new hotel also boasted of 
every modern amenity plus a ballroom 
where balls were held such as the “An-
nual Forty and Eight Ball” held in 1932.  
The hotel from time to time too, used its 
ballroom to host special sales demon-
strations such as exhibits of fine linens 
and others ladies’ items.  This hotel too 
played host to the many Winter Colo-
nists who came to town but because of a 
second fire, the hotel was closed for busi-
ness, its furniture and fixtures sold and 
the building razed in 1940 by T. G. Tarver 
and his associates who purchased the ho-
tel and said they had “plans of improving 
and developing the property.”  Today the 
property is a residential area.

       

       Another very highly regarded and 
prosperous retreat was known as the 
Park in the Pines Hotel, built in 1900 

near where the now old county hospital 
building stands; in the vicinity of Ligon 
Street between Morgan and Perrin Streets 
and faced the back of Eustis Park, it was 
owned by Mrs. McArthur of Detroit, 
Michigan, and cost $160,000.00 to build 
with an additional $75,000 for furnish-
ings.  In 1906 it was said to be “among 
the most elegantly equipped and liberally 
conducted hotels of the South”. It was 
a very impressive and sprawling white 
wooden structure with an elevator for its 
three stories that contained 300 rooms, 
a large veranda that stretched the length 
of the front of the building.  The grounds 
were adorned with shrubbery, young 
trees, and tall pine trees which were 
believed to offer reprieve from respira-
tory problems.  The walks and driveways 
were in “excellent shape” so as to invite 
guests to stroll through the yards.  Park in 
the Pines also offered rooms for sales dis-
plays of elegant laces, clothes, and acces-
sories of which the female guests could 
purchase.  Other conveniences provided 
was a squash court, the Pine Tree Club (a 
gambling casino for guests of the hotel) 
which also contained numerous alcoves, 
six bedrooms, dining room, kitchen, and 
great wide halls that ran in both direc-
tions.  And as an added bonus for their 
guests, there were golf links adjacent to 
the hotel.  As with the Highland Park Ho-
tel, the Park in the Pines Hotel didn’t en-
joy a long career.  One night a fire began 
in a basement storeroom directly across 
from the elevator.  It spread quickly to the 

elevator and up the shaft seeking the rest 
of the hotel and quickly consumed the 
building.  According to an article in the 
February 3, 1913 issue of the New York 
Times, “Winter residents from New York 
and other cities were compelled to flee 
for their lives, leaving jewelry and other 
belongings behind, when the Park-in-
the-Pines Hotel burned here today.  Low 
water pressure troubled the firemen and 
only the wing containing the dining room 
was saved.”  Though the hotel was a loss 
that Sunday morning, the club house still 
stood until it too burned down in 1927.

       

       The reigning crown jewel of posh 
hotels built especially for the rich and 
famous Winter Colonists is The Will-
cox Inn.  Built by Frederick Willcox in 

1898, its first guest 
signed the registry 
on January 5, 1900.  
A small hotel when 
compared to the 
Highland Park and 
Park in the Pines ho-
tels, the Willcox was 
nevertheless a clas-
sic beauty.  At the 
beginning, the white 
Second Empire 
styled building was 
very pretty but when 
the Colonial Re-
vival addition was 
in place, it became 
the iconic gem we 
have today.  With its 
30 rooms, impec-
cable furnishings, 
and sterling service 
the hotel quickly 
grew in popularity 
among the winter 
sojourners.  At 
first it opened for 
men only but very 
quickly included 
women as lodgers.  
Adding to its allure 
was the fact that it 
was the first hotel 
to offer a bathtub 
(made of tin) to its 
guests and to boast 

of concealed plumbing in each bath-
room.  And once it was known that the 
establishment prepared fine European 
dining and even created special and indi-
vidualized meals not on the menu for 
their preferred guests, even more people 
attempted to stay at the inn.  So many 
came that eventually, like the Highland 
Park Hotel, people were turned away; 
such was the case with the Duke of 
Windsor who was turned away because 
there was no room for him.  Business 
was so great that Frederick Willcox was 
able to easily turn away would-be guests 
that didn’t fit the stylishness of the Colo-
nists.  It’s said that even the bellmen 
identified unacceptable lodgers by the 
shoes, saying, “If they don’t wear shoes 
by Peel or Maxwell of London, we don’t 
want’em.”  Well-known visitors signed 
the Willcox Inn registry: Sir Winston 

Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Eliza-
beth Arden (of Arden cosmetics), and 
even a Count Folke Bernadotte of Swe-
den, just to name a few.  The Willcox Inn 
never wanted for upscale clients and the 
clients never wanted for anything during 
their stay.  

       As we today have our way of learn-
ing where to vacation, to be sure, the 
prosperous traveler of the past had his or 
her own way of discovering where to go 
and where to stay.  Aiken was no stranger 
to the knowledge that advertisements 
were necessary to introductions but knew 
too that service and amenities was and 
still is the key to keeping clients happy 
and returning.  And now you too know 
how Aiken’s stately and opulent hotels 
beckoned and captivated the Winter Colo-
nists year after year.
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