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“Our” Tropical Lands

reinventions of California and Florida  
after the Civil War

Before the U.S. Civil War, both California and Florida were conceived of as far-
off and exotic lands that had little in common with the North or Midwest. In 
the 1870s, the previously negative trait of tropicality that both states shared be-
came the impetus for the reinvention and marketing of California and Florida 
as the “two summer-lands of our country.”1 This vision, however, was crafted 
from the contrasting reputations and social realities of the two states. Semi-
tropical America did not appear identical in the new versions of California and 
Florida.
 This chapter focuses on four prominent books written in the mid-1870s 
that played a catalytic role in how the two states were reconceived and sold 
as American “tropics.” By the late nineteenth century, travel guidebooks had 
become big business in the United States and had become popular with mid-
dle-class readers. Guidebooks were also often directly promotional, sponsored 
by railroads and land companies that appreciated their influence in attracting 
visitors and settlers. Anne Hyde has written of how travel guides invariably 
struck a balance between observing things “new, curious, and wonderful” and 
others that were reassuringly “American.”2 In the cases of southern California 
and Florida, however, the sheer exoticism of the environments meant that the 
early guidebooks often mimicked the writings of white Americans about for-
eign tropical lands; the latter commodified the tropics as primitive but desir-
able areas awaiting Euro-American possession and cast the indigenous peoples 
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as idle and unthinking.3 In the semi-tropical states, guidebooks characterized 
Native Americans, Mexicans, and Chinese in California and Native Americans 
and African Americans in Florida in similar ways as they sought to recast these 
two states for white Americans. They also addressed growing anxieties about 
the increasingly urban, industrial character of society in the “older” states by 
promising that the special natures of California and Florida offered viable al-
ternatives. The authors of the guidebooks I focus on here—Charles Nordhoff 
and Benjamin Truman in California and Harriet Beecher Stowe and Edward 
King in Florida—envisaged hopeful futures in which Anglo-Americans could 
realize personal and social benefits in semi-tropical climes.
 For an antebellum American, California and Florida would probably have 
seemed an unlikely pair of states to consider together. Major factors differen-
tiated them: western versus southern; mountainous versus flat; desert versus 
swamp; free versus slave. In broad brushstrokes, California was emblematic of 
the “wild and woolly” far West: a “rip-snorting mining camp” of a state, offering 
chances for wealth and freedom that, to the chagrin of observers, often swelled 
over into lawlessness.4 Florida, meanwhile, was a sleepy backwater—part of yet 
peripheral to the slaveholding South, unwanted despite the three brutal wars 
of removal the U.S. military had conducted against the Seminole Indians.5 One 
fundamental difference between the two states reflected divergent relationships 
with that most vital of American concepts: freedom. California was admitted as 
a free state in 1850 (after intense national debates over how the new state would 
break the fragile balance of free and slave states), whereas in Florida, slavery 
had been legal since it was formalized as a territory of the United States in 
1821 and then achieved statehood in 1845. Any comparative study of California 
and Florida in the postbellum period must acknowledge these different ori-
gins: Florida was affected by slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction, while 
California was removed from that damaging history. As a West Coast journalist 
wrote in 1883, “Florida has suffered from disadvantages, such as the Civil War, to 
which California has been a stranger, and has never received any such impetus 
as the gold discovery gave this State.”6

 The comparison, then, is a somewhat imbalanced one. State population sta-
tistics from 1840 to 1870 tell only a fraction of the story but are nonetheless 
also revealing. In 1850, the two states had similar-sized populations, but twenty 
years later, California’s population was three times larger than that of Florida. 
This increase was deeply indebted to the Gold Rush but also reflected the fact 
that California was considerably larger than Florida (155,900 square miles ver-
sus 54,861). Although Florida exceeded California in terms of population per 
square mile in both 1850 and 1860, in the two decades after 1850, California’s 
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population rose by an average of three persons per square mile, whereas Flori-
da’s rose by less than two (Table 1.1). 
 California was aided by the free labor ideology of the antebellum North. In 
the free states, popular ideals about the right of individuals to pursue economic 
and social independence through their own labor constituted an ideology that 
crystallized into a political force during the crisis over the potential expansion 
of slavery westward.7 “In the free labor outlook,” Eric Foner has written, “the 
objective of social mobility was not great wealth, but the middle-class goal of 
economic independence. For Republicans, ‘free labor’ meant labor with eco-
nomic choices, with the opportunity to quit the wage-earning class. A man who 
remained . . . dependent on wages for his livelihood appeared almost as un-free 
as the southern slave.”8 The entrenched presence of slavery in the South dis-
suaded potential migrants from the North, who saw a two-tiered society that 
degraded labor and offered little scope for upward mobility. As T. B. Forbush 
of the New England Emigrant Aid Company stated of Florida, “While slavery 
cursed the land, few northern men could be induced to settle there.”9 Florida’s 
growth was hindered by the Civil War and Reconstruction, and sectional lega-
cies continued to make the southern state a problematic prospect for many 
Americans well into the last years of the nineteenth century. In contrast, Cali-
fornia developed a glow of democratic, albeit speculative, opportunity through 
its associations with westward expansion and the Gold Rush. Many perceived 
it as a land where republican ideals of free labor could be realized.
 Despite these differences, antebellum California and Florida shared certain 
things that informed later promotional visions of them. Both were former 

Table 1.1. Total population and population per square mile, California and 
Florida, 1840–70

Year                California                  Florida

Total  
Population

Population/ 
sq. mile

Total  
Population

Population/ 
sq. mile

1840 n/a* n/a 54,477 0.99

1850 92,597 0.59 87,445 1.59

1860 379,994 2.44 140,424 2.56

1870 560,247 3.59 187,748 3.42

Note: * Data unknown; California part of Mexico.
Source: Carter et al., Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition, 1:192, 213.
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Spanish colonies that became part of the United States following bursts of 
expansionist energy; both contained topography that was considered intimi-
dating; and, for most Americans, both were climatically distinctive and geo-
graphically remote. Indeed, at the heart of all these similarities was the idea of 
remoteness, of being “lands apart” from a core United States (meaning here the 
Northeast and Midwest). When Charles Nordhoff declared in 1872 that south-
ern California “is a region almost unknown,” he did not mean that Americans 
had never heard of it but that they had almost no direct experience of it. It was 
so far outside the sphere of Anglo-American traditions and history as to be 
foreign—which, of course, until 1848, it had been.10 J. S. Adams, Florida’s first 
commissioner of immigration after the Civil War, explained that Florida “is still 
a terra incognita, to a great extent. Her capacities are comparatively untested and 
unknown.”11

 Florida and California were most obviously remote in spatial terms. While 
Jacksonville in northern Florida was a not-inconsiderable 835 miles from New 
York City, California’s main city, San Francisco, was over 2,500 miles away, 
across an expanse that was dreaded for the barriers it presented, including the 
so-called Great American Desert, the Rocky Mountains, and the Sierra Ne-
vada range, which had notoriously claimed the lives of the Donner party in 
1846.12 California and Florida were also termini, the ends of the domain of the 
United States. They led on to the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, two 
bodies of water that, unlike the Atlantic Ocean, offered no links to familial (or 
national) heritage for the majority of white Americans. Theirs was a remote-
ness, then, in terms of bordering the “other,” the unknown. National expansion-
ists had cited access to these bodies of water as justifications for claiming both 
Florida and California, but those appeals were matched by queries about the 
worth of the territories.13 In 1819, when the Senate debated the purchase of 
Florida from Spain, Virginia’s John Randolph exclaimed, “What is Florida? A 
land of swamps, everglades, filled with frogs, tadpoles, snakes, terrapins, alliga-
tors, mosquitoes, gallinippers, and ague and fever! Why, sir, a man would not 
emigrate to that country, even from purgatory!”14 In 1850, even after the Gold 
Rush had demonstrated value in owning California, Daniel Webster—troubled 
by the potential expansion of slavery—opposed the admission of the territory 
into the Union largely on the grounds of its remoteness and inaccessibility.
 The sense of remoteness was manifest in other traits: ancestral, topographi-
cal, and climatic. Florida and California were former Spanish missionary colo-
nies that were inextricably separate from—foreign to—America’s celebrated 
origins. During the Revolution, Florida had been a Loyalist stronghold, but in 
1781 England had lost it to Spain. Subsequently, Florida’s unsettling presence 




