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Traces roots back to early doctors, pharmacy owners, ship captains
Mecray family holds reunion in Cape May

By JACK FICHTER
Cape May Star and Wave

CAPE MAY — Mention 
the Mecray family name to 
longtime residents here and 
they will probably mention 
a doctor, pharmacies and 
a Ford dealership, but the 
family’s roots go back much 
earlier to an era when Cape 
May was known as Cape 
Island. 

On May 11, Mecray fam-
ily members came together 
for a reunion topped off with 
a ceremony in City Hall. 
Mary Elizabeth Burger said 
her great-great-grandfather 
was John Mecray, a river 
pilot who married Han-
nah Eldredge in 1805. She 
said some family members, 
who traveled from nine 
states for the reunion, had 
not seen each other in 40 
years. Burger said her fi rst 
visit to Cape May was in 
1927, when she was just one 
month old. 

Kate Wyatt, of the Great-
er Cape May Historical 
Society, said the Mecray 
family’s visit to the city 
was timely since the society 
was engaged in a project 
to restore the World War I 
monument at Columbia and 
Gurney streets. She said 
they found the name of John 
Mecray there on a plaque, 
noting he was the fi rst Cape 
May County resident to die 
in World War I. Jeremiah 
Eldredge Mecray was a 
founder of the Kiwanis Club 
of Cape May, Wyatt said.

Burger said John and 
Hannah Mecray had three 
children: Ann, James and 
Jeremiah. James, born in 
1807, also became a river 
pilot.

“In 1835, a group of 16 
citizens, including James, 
bought the property at 
Franklin and Lafayette 
streets from Erin Schel-
lenger to build a school,” 
she said. “It was also used 
for meetings and church.”

James Mecray was the 
city’s fi rst treasurer, Burger 
said. In 1854, he bought a 
house now known as the 
Cherry House for $1,750 
with his cousin William 
Stites. James Mecray mar-
ried Mary Anne Mulford 
and they had six children.

Their son, James Mecray 
II, became a doctor. Upon 
graduating from the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania during 
the Civil War, he enlisted in 
the Navy, where he served 
for two years as a captain 
and surgeon. Burger said 
that after leaving the Navy, 
he built a home at 222 North 
St. in Cape May. 

“His practice and of-
fi ce were at the corner of 
Congress Place and Perry, 
although Congress Place 
wasn’t there yet,” she said. 
“The pharmacy was down-
stairs and his office was 
upstairs.” 

She  sa id  Dr .  James 
Mecray II helped form the 
Cape May Fire Association 
in 1869. Burger said prior 
to 1873, Cape May did not 
have a sewage or drainage 
system for which he advo-
cated, becoming chairman 
of the board of health. 

“While he was in the 
Navy, he had learned to play 
the relatively new game of 
baseball, so when he came 
back to Cape May, he helped 
organize the fi rst Cape May 
baseball club in 1866 and 
he was president of that,” 
she said.

In 1882, a dispute began 
with neighbor Memucan 
Hughes concerning a strip 
of land of 60 square feet be-

tween their homes, Burger 
said. Hughes paid $1 to 
Mecray to settle the dispute, 

she said. Burger donated 
the original quit claim deed   
to the historical society.

Dr. Mecray’s son, Paul 
Mulford Mecray, who also 
became a doctor, lived to be 
102 years old. 

Jeremiah Mecray owned 
the Centre House and other 
businesses in Cape May, 
including the city’s first 
Ford dealership, she said. 
He purchased the block 
bordered by Benton, Frank-
lin, Sewell and Jefferson 
streets and subdivided it 
for several businesses and 
residences. One business 
was Mecray Market.

John Mecray was the 
fi rst soldier from Cape May 
County to be killed in the 
Civil War. Frank Mecray 
was a mayor and commis-
sioner of Cape May. His son, 
James R. Mecray, owned 
a fuel oil business and the 
Mayfl ower Shop. James R. 
Mecray’s son, John, found-
ed the Merchant’s Bank in 
1924, according to Burger.

Humphrey Hughes VI, 
the grandfather of Berger’s 
great-grandmother, was a 
sea captain. 

“During the War of 1812, 
when the British ships in-
terfered with merchant 
vessels refusing them entry 
into Delaware Bay, he led 
the small militia on Cape 

Island,” she said. “A Brit-
ish ship anchored offshore, 
sent a boat in to ask for fresh 
water and he refused.”

Burger said when the 
British threatened to fire 
their cannons, he allowed 
them a supply of water.

“He was promptly ar-
rested for aiding and abet-
ting the enemy,” she said. 
“Luckily the war ended 
soon, so he wasn’t shot for 
treason.”

According to family lore, 
Hughes and his crew on the 
schooner Eagle attempted 
to rescue Napoleon from 
his exile on the island of St. 
Helena in the south Atlan-
tic. She said the mission was 
unsuccessful after someone 
tripped and discharged a 
musket.

Dr. James Mecray II 
owned four pharmacies in 
Cape May, one at Perry and 
Congress Place, one at the 

southwest corner of Wash-
ington and Decatur streets, 
one at the north corner of 
Hughes and Ocean streets 
and another at the north 
corner of Ocean Street and 
Columbia Avenue. 

In 1874, President Ulyss-
es S. Grant needed a doctor 
while staying at Congress 
Hall and Dr. Mecray’s offi ce 
was just behind the hotel.

“The president in grat-
itude presented a silver 
bowl,” Burger said. 

The location of the bowl is 
unknown, she said. 

Mayor Chuck Lear wel-
comed the Mecray family. 
He said he found accounts 
of Mecray family members 
who owned hotels, served 
with the New Jersey Volun-
teers during the Civil War, 
started a baseball team and 
were present for the change 
of the name of Cape Island 
to Cape May.
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The Robert Shackleton Playhouse 
405 Lafayette St. Cape May 

 

2017 SEASON

MAY 24-JUN 23 

BILLY BISHOP 
GOES TO WAR

BY JOHN GRAY WITH ERIC 
PETERSON

 Broadway Series

Constantine 
Maroulis
July 10th

Charles 
Busch

Jim  
Dale

Jill Eikenberry & 
Michael Tucker

Rita  
Gardner

July 17th July 24th July 31st August 14th

JUN 28-AUG 4

BY CHARLES BUSCH

THE TALE OF THE 
ALLERGIST'S WIFE

One of the most famous and widely 
produced plays in Canadian theatre, 
it dramatizes the life of Canadian 

World War I fighter pilot Billy Bishop. 

A side-splitting comedy about a Upper 
West Side housewife going through a 

mid-life crisis and the unexpected guest 
who turns her life upside down.  

Aug 9-Sep 22 
THE GIN GAME

SEP 27-NOV 10 
OUTSIDE MULLINGAR

NOV 15-DEC 30 
THE ULTIMATE CHRISTMAS SHOW

Coming up later this 
season 

 

Directed by Roy SteinbergDirected by Marlena Lustik

Michael stars  Velvet  James Perse  wilt  johnny was  Rails  Chan Luu  Gypsy05  ag  stateside  xcvi
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Phone Ahead to Order

609-884-3064
e Loter House

FISHERMAN’S WHARF in CAPE MAY
www.thelobsterhouse.com

FRIED SHRIMP PLATTER
Served with baked potato
or french fries & cole slaw

(regular price $12)

$6.95 EACH
Good Only Wednesday, May 17, 2017

at the Take-Out counter

FRIDAY, MAY 19TH

thru SUNDAY, MAY 21  ST

FRIDAY, MAY 19TH

thru SATURDAY, MAY 20TH

BROILED SALMON 
PLATTER

served with baked potato or 
french fries & coleslaw

$11.95

FRIED OYSTER PLATTER
served with baked mac & cheese

and stewed tomatoes
$12.25

®

®

FRESH FLORIDA SHRIMP
21-25 count
$9.50/LB. 

  
  

SEAFOOD GUMBO
$5.75/PINT

2 BBQ CLAMS
2 CLAMS CASINO

2 OYSTERS ROCKEFELLER
$7.95

HOT
COMBO

 RIO STADIUM 12
3801 Rt. 9 South #1

Rio Grande, NJ 08242
Additional Pricing for 3D Features

24-Hour Movie Hotline 609-889-4799

MAY 19TH THRU MAY 25TH

**Alien: Covenant R 11:20, 2:00, 4:40, 7:20, 10:00
**Everything, Everything (Thurs Premier) PG-13 
11:50, 2:20, 4:50, 7:30, 9:40
**Diary of a Wimpy Kid: The Long Haul PG 11:00, 
1:30, 4:00, 6:40, 9:00
**2D King Arthur: Legend of the Sword PG-13 
3:30, 6:50, 9:30
**3D King Arthur: Legend of the Sword PG-13 12:20
**Snatched R 11:30, 1:50, 4:20, 7:40, 9:45
Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2  PG-13 12:30, 
3:40, 7:00, 9:50
Beauty and the Beast  PG 11:40, 3:20, (7:10, 9:55)
**2D Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No 
Tales (Thursday Premiere) PG-13 [7:00]
**3D Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No 
Tales (Thursday Premiere) PG-13 [9:45]
Boss Baby PG (11:10, 1:40, 4:10, 6:30, 9:10)
**Baywatch (Wed Premiere) R {7:00, 9:40}
**Baywatch (Thursday) R [11:10, 1:50, 4:40, 7:30, 10:05]

**No Passes  (Fri-Wed)  [Thursday]  {Wednesday}

 FIBER ARTS
YARN SHOP
We’ll Get You Excited About YARN!

 315 Ocean Street • Cape May
609-898-8080

FOLLOW US ON FACEBOOK

Free Parking, 
Instruction, Classes
New Spring yarns 

are arriving!
Thus - Mon,  10 - 5 pm

Jack Fichter/CAPE MAY STAR AND WAVE
Mary Elizabeth Burger presents a quit claim deed from 1892 to Diane Muentz of the Greater 
Cape May Historical Society.

DR. JAMES MECRAY II


