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Linwood’s 20th Centur y F lower Families
by Judith La Drew Bayer
Belhaven Class of 1963 and Mainland Regional High School Class of 1967
I was fascinated by Ted Meskers Jr’s recent account in the Linwood Historical Society newsletter detailing memories of
growing up as part of his family’s Colonial Florist business. Ted and I were classmates at Mainland Regional High
School with Walter Oﬀ (1949-2016) whose family owned Waldor Orchids. My parents Art and Edie La Drew had a flower
farm at 1401 New Road that bordered the Prudential Insurance Company’s regional oﬃce and also had a roadside
flower stand adjacent to what is now Lang’s Garden Market at the corner of West Avenue and New Road.
Ted’s article got me thinking about Linwood’s rich and colorful history of family-run flower operations passed down
through numerous generations. In reflecting on my childhood, I found it intriguing that a small town such as Linwood
that boasted a population of only 1,514 in 1930 was home to so many flourishing flower businesses.
The Fischer, Hasson, La Drew, Meskers, Oﬀ, and Rentschler flower operations were local institutions during the 1950s
and 60s. The enterprises were varied and catered to diﬀerent
markets. Fischer and Oﬀ became world famous for their
African violets and orchids respectively, Rentschler’s
specialty was dahlias and gladiolus, Hasson and Meskers
operated greenhouses and retail stores and La Drew
concentrated on field
grown cut flowers
including zinnias,
marigolds and gladiolus.
Art La Drew Cut Flower Farm on Route 9 next to Prudential’s Lot

Their blooms and plants
were sold wholesale, at

retail stores, by mail order and a road side stand. They each had their own niche
and formed a cooperative network of personal and business relationships serving
the mainland and nearby resort communities.
The La Drew family had connections with all these flower operations. As teenagers in

Frank B. Off at Brighton Florist
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the 1930s, my father and his brother Cliﬀ worked for
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Art LaDrew’s New Road Stand

Oﬀ’s Brighton Florist. My sister Susan (La Drew)
Scheuermann was employed at Fischer’s in the late
1970s. My parents purchased our 30 acre family
farm in 1947 from Frank and Edna Rentschler for
whom Dad previously had worked. The greenhouses
acquired first by Fischer’s and then sold to Harry
Hasson in the 1950s were built by my uncle Albert
Fry, Sr. and his father Paul Britton Fry. My
grandfather worked occasionally at this site during
the Depression as did my father through the 1950s.
Dad helped out at Meskers’ Colonial Florist when they needed an extra pair of hands for flower arranging and
occasionally sold cut flowers to them during peak demand.
I had known that the La Drew family had its origins in St. John’s Newfoundland, but was unaware that these other
Linwood flower clans had roots in far flung Turkey, Holland, and the Kingdom of Wurttemberg (now Germany). Given my
interest in genealogy and history, I was curious to trace their personal stories and learn more about the historical context
in which they operated.
The Oﬀs and Rentschlers came from an area near Stuttgart, Germany, and were living in Philadelphia as of 1835. Initially
Bernard Oﬀ (1815-1902) had a grocery business with his sons, and John David Rentschler, Sr. (1835-1912) owned a
family bakery enterprise in Philadelphia. The Oﬀ descendants diversified into real estate, the hotel industry and
ultimately the dairy business and flowers. The Rentschler kin farmed in Linwood and worked in Atlantic City’s hotel
business.
One of Linwood’s earliest floral pioneers was John David Rentschler, Sr. and his son William H. (1868-1941) who were
listed as truck farmers in the Borough of Linwood in the
1900 federal census. William’s early career was as a
steward at Atlantic City’s Belmont Hotel located at
Ocean Ave. and the Boardwalk and he later operated a
small hotel of his own on Missouri Avenue. William’s
flower business began as a hobby and upon his
retirement he turned it into a commercial enterprise
known as Dahlia Glad Farms. At his death, he was
known as “The Gladiolus King of South Jersey.” The business was inherited by his only child Frank Wegar Rentschler
(1890-1967) who, with his wife Edna, founded Linwood Nurseries on Shore Road specializing in dahlia roots. My Dad
worked for the Rentschlers and the childless couple treated him as a son.
Continued Page 3
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Bernard Oﬀ’s grandsons Frank Bower (1879-1965) and Louis Beyer (1885-1949) left Philadelphia and entered the hotel
business in Atlantic City. Louis was a manager at the Strand Hotel on Boston Ave in 1920 and Frank was the President
of the Brighton Hotel in 1930.
It was originally called Brighton Cottage and opened in the 1870s. The Brighton
was located on Indiana Ave at the Boardwalk and catered to the “finest-of clientele”.
It was famous for being the first hotel in Atlantic City to remain open during the
winter and for its potent “Brighton Punch” concoction that reportedly was a favorite
of Ulysses S. Grant. The property became the Sands casino that was demolished in
2007.
Frank was active in civic aﬀairs and served as a city commissioner and the city’s
finance director in 1934 at the height of the Depression. He used his prestige and
credit standing to help the resort regain its financial solvency by wiping out a debt of
$31 million.

Entrance to Brighton Florist Shop

Frank’s son George Allen Oﬀ (1906-1987) established Brighton Florist on Shore Road in 1925 to eliminate the middle man
in supplying flowers for his father’s hotel. George’s brother, Louis Beyer Oﬀ (1915-2004) was a driving force in the
family’s focus on the orchid business and he was the first to clone Cattleya Orchids in the US.
Brighton Florist Shore Road Shop and Greenhouses

George Oﬀ and Walter J. Buzby (1865-1950), owner of the Dennis Hotel at Michigan Ave., were friends through their
mutual hotel interests. Buzby sold the Dennis Farm to Frank Oﬀ in 1945 and the fields were used for growing hay for the
Brighton Farm’s dairy cows. Milk from these cows was sold to Abbot’s Dairy in Atlantic City. After the dairy business
closed, Dennis Farm became the site of both of both Mainland Regional High School (1961) and the Prudential Insurance
Company’s regional oﬃce (1958). George Oﬀ added new greenhouses in 1952 that came from the English Waldor
Corporation and renamed his operation “Waldor Orchids” to promote their new venture. George’s five sons (Allen, Frank,
Scott, Walter and William) carried on the family tradition that now specializes in world famous orchids and the company
continues to be run by Oﬀ descendants. Brighton Florist closed and the florist shop and its greenhouses were torn down
in 2007.
Continued Page 4
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Theodorus Meskers (1879-1931) was born in Warmond, ZuidHolland, Netherlands. He was the grandfather of Ted Meskers,
Jr. who detailed his childhood memories of the family business
in the Vol. 33 No. 1 edition of the Linwood Historical Society
newsletter. Theodorus made his way from Holland to America
in 1907 and
originally settled
in Burlington
County, NJ. By
1920 he had a

Meskers’ Colonial Florist Property Early Years

florist business in

Abington, Pennsylvania, and transplanted his enterprise to New Jersey in
1915 when he purchased the Colonial Flowers property on Shore Road.
His sons Theodore Francis, Sr. (1915-1989) and Herman A. (1921-1998)

1950s Tornado Damage at Colonial Florist

took over the business upon the death of their mother Anna in 1956 and his daughter Mary (Meskers) Gaskill Kinzer
(1911-2006) also worked in the floral trade. In the early days, the family operation served the wholesale market, but later
shifted to retail sales. At their peak, there were 14 greenhouses located on Shore Road. Three generations of Meskers
worked in the venture before it was sold to Fischer’s in the early 1980s.
The Fischer greenhouse dynasty got its start in 1876 in Atlantic City and spans five generations. According to Dr.
Charles W. Fischer, Jr. (1928-2017), the enterprise was founded by his great grandmother, Franciska Fischer. Family lore
suggests she and her husband came from the Black Forest region of Germany and settled first in Camden, NJ. She
traveled by train to cater to Atlantic City’s summer and cottage trade and began by growing annuals in cold frames. By
the late 1920s Charles W. Fischer, Sr. tore down
the Atlantic City greenhouse complex and
moved the operation to Linwood on a 20 acre
parcel on Oak Avenue. The operation expanded
over the years and at its peak employed 70 full
and part time workers. During its storied history,
the family established a flower shop in the
Haddon Hall Hotel on North Carolina Ave.
Fischer’s Flowers has been involved with the
Miss America pageant for decades supplying
corsages, decorations for the floats, the oﬃcial
Fischer Greenhouses on Oak Avenue

functions and the large bouquet of roses
Continued Page 5
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awarded to the winner. Dr. Charles W. Fischer, Jr. was most famous for his development of the "Linwood Hardy" azalea,
and "Fischer African Violets.” In 1983 Fischer’s purchased the Meskers business on Shore Road where today they have
a retail store and greenhouse.
The three Hasson brothers, Jack, Joseph and Harry, came to the US in 1911 from Constantinople, Turkey. According to
census and cemetery records, they were Spanish-speaking Turkish Jews who established two stores on Pacific Ave. in
Atlantic City in 1919. Jack and Joe and their descendants ran
Atlantic City Florist and the youngest brother, Harry, branched
out to Linwood in the 1950s when he purchased the
greenhouses at the corner of West Patcong Avenue and Shore
Road.
The original owner of these hot houses was Albert Fry, Sr.
(1908-1982) and his father Paul Britton Fry (1887-1953). Al was
married to my father’s sister Hilda (La Drew) Fry (1910-2000).
Al’s sister Kathryn Fry (1914-2003) was married to George
David Balsley (1912-1987) who established the Balsley Real
Estate business in oﬃces built in the front area of the

Original Albert Fry Florist Became Hasson Florist

greenhouses. The Fry/Balsley family sold the premises to Fischer’s in the 1950s who sold it to Harry Hasson several
years later. Hasson’s Linwood retail store closed several years ago and the Atlantic City operation on Pacific Avenue is
still in existence but no longer operated by a member of the Hasson family.
My grandfather Frank Le Drew (1876 – 1937) came to New York from St. John’s, Newfoundland in 1898. He was a chef
on commercial ships and yachts of the rich and famous. He moved his family to Atlantic City by 1920 and then to
Linwood by 1924, probably to take advantage of the opportunity to use his culinary skills in the more stable hotel
business. After World War II, his son Arthur La Drew, Sr. (1914-1974) joined his
friend John Lines (who also worked for Brighton Florist in the 1930s) in Signal
Mountain, TN, where the Lines family had an orchid business. My parents
returned to their South Jersey roots in 1947 to start their own flower business on
New Road. Shortly after purchasing the farm, my parents also bought property at
2021 New Road from Hazel Broadhead (grand-daughter of Linwood’s famous
Sarah Broadhead) where our roadside stand was located.
The booming hotel and tourist business in Atlantic City provided a lucrative and
ready market for the flowers, fruits, vegetables, livestock, fowl and dairy products
raised by mainland farmers. In 1918 Atlantic City had 1,200 hotels, boarding
houses and lodgings with 30 on the Boardwalk and a capacity of 300,000 guests.
Continued Page 6
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As early as 1874, almost 500,000 tourists a year were coming
to Atlantic City by rail alone. In 1931 the city also boasted the
world’s largest convention hall seating 50,000. In the early
20th century Atlantic City had it all - easy access by land and
sea; cool summer breezes in the days before air conditioning,
casinos, luxury hotels, world class entertainment, the famous
Steel Pier, salt water taﬀy and the Miss America pageant.
Perhaps most important of all, though, were city oﬃcials who
looked the other way during Prohibition.
Dennis Farm Flower and Garden Display at the Dennis Hotel
The connection between the hotel and floral industry is best illustrated by the vertical integration enjoyed by the Oﬀs
who owned both the Brighton Hotel and Brighton Florists. Flowers grown in Linwood were used as centerpieces in the
fancy hotel dining room. Excess flowers were sold to other hotels as well as in the nearby Philadelphia market.
These six families provided beautiful plants and flowers that graced the homes of Linwood citizens and businesses as
well as some of the most luxurious hotels of their era. Although I didn’t fully appreciate it at the time, my family was part
of a venerable Linwood tradition that brought the beauty of nature to the community’s daily life, holiday celebrations,
weddings, graduations, proms, births and deaths.

You can email Judith Bayer at: Judy@3bayers.com

Special Edition Newsletter
There are many chapters in the history of Linwood and this special edition is devoted to one of them.
Throughout much of the 20th century, Linwood’s florists maintained strong connections with Atlantic City
hotels. The fascinating story of six families who made
the connections written by Judy La Drew Bayer is so
complete that the editor felt it should be a special
spring issue on this chapter of Old Linwood. Only two
of the six families of the early 20th century led their
business into the 21st century. Waldor Orchids kept
the section of Brighton Florist in its original site at the
end of Poplar Avenue. Fisher sold the greenhouse site
on Oak Avenue but they stayed in town by purchasing
and moving into the Mesker’s Colonial Florist site in
1983.
Lang’s Early Garden Market

In the 1970s a new family was added to
Linwood’s popular florist shops. Al Lang’s
Garden Market opened on New Road right next to the site of one of the original 6 growers - Art La
Drew’s 1950s field-grown flowers. With a philosophy of “We treat each yard like it’s our own,”
Linwood’s reputation for flowers and gardens remains secure.
Be sure to visit the web sites of each of these great Linwood florists.
ed: Carolyn Patterson, Linwood City Historian
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