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 On April 23, 1982, the island city of Key West seceded from the 
Union. Mayor Dennis Wardlow proclaimed Key West “The Conch Repub-
lic” (pronounced “konk”). He surrendered a few minutes later and asked 
for $1 billion in foreign aid from the United Nations, but not before the 
Conch Republic’s Minister of Defense hit a U.S. Navy officer with a loaf 
of Cuban bread, his version of having “fired a volley.”1

 Key West, the southernmost city in the continental United States, 
initiated the mock secession to protest a U.S. Border Patrol roadblock 
near Florida City on U.S. Route 1 that ostensibly had been established 
to search for illegal aliens, but that also searched for drugs in cars driv-
ing north on the only road connecting Key West with the mainland. The 
motivation for the “secession” was that the roadblock was hurting the 
island’s tourism business. Tourists were unlikely to drive to Key West 
knowing they would face long delays driving home. The fact that Key 
Westers chose this strategy to express disdain for the federal action indi-
cated that Key West was not a typical town. Although the island’s protest 
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strategy was unique, the rationale for the protest was one increasingly 
pursued by many communities, namely, to increase tourism.
 Not everyone in the community agreed with the secession. More gen-
erally, some argued against attempts to revitalize the economy, which 
had suffered since the Navy closed its largest facility in Key West in 1974, 
primarily by increasing tourism. Conflicts over the essence of Key West 
were not new to the community, which in its time has been many differ-
ent things to many different people. Situated on a small island, only two 
miles wide and four miles long, and bounded by the Gulf of Mexico and 
the Atlantic Ocean, it was once the largest city in Florida; at another time 
one of the wealthiest cities, per capita, in the United States; and at yet 
another time one of the poorest. Blessed with its beautiful setting and 
tropical climate, Key West has, like many attractive tourist destinations, 
undergone a mighty struggle over its identity. Buffeted over the years by 
economic forces and national cultural changes, not to mention the occa-
sional hurricane, Key West has long been one of America’s most unique 
and intriguing places. In the 1980s, it elected the first openly gay mayor 
in the United States, and later a mayor who, as described by the Wash-
ington Post, “had been a bootlegger, gambler, gunrunner, saloonkeeper, 
fishing boat captain, ladies’ man and peerless raconteur.”2 But where Key 
West is going is hardly clear.
 Ever since Key West first attracted large numbers of tourists in the 
mid-1930s, some Conchs (i.e., Key West natives) and visitors have argued 
that a wave of mass tourism would threaten Key West’s uniqueness. Such 
a wave would consign the island’s cultural heritage to the history books 
and dramatically change its look and feel as tourists grew to outnumber 
natives and as more businesses, increasingly multinational tourism and 
retail enterprises, entered town.
 These tensions between local uniqueness and global uniformity have 
been treated more widely by scholars of tourism, who have suggested, 
“The globalization of mass tourism leads to an odd paradox; whereas the 
appeal of tourism is the opportunity to see something different, cities 
that are remade to attract tourists seem more and more alike.” The re-
development of Times Square during the 1990s has come to symbolize 
“the decay of the particular in the merciless glare of globalization.” In a 
similar vein, an analysis of mass tourism concluded that a tourist desti-
nation often becomes “a small monotonous world.”3
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 Some aspects of contemporary Key West affirm this interpretation. 
Duval Street, downtown’s main drag, which stretches from the Gulf 
to the Atlantic, now includes many upscale chain retail stores, such as 
Coach, and less upscale chains, such as Burger King. Duval Street also 
features T-shirt shops galore. In addition, Key West includes the typical 
array of hotels owned and managed by global corporations. For example, 
the Casa Marina, Key West’s first luxury hotel, was owned by a partner-
ship of primarily local residents when it reopened for business in 1979 
after being closed for several years. Decades later the Blackstone Group, 
an international private equity firm, purchased the hotel, and by 2009 
the Casa Marina was managed by Hilton as one of its luxury Waldorf As-
toria Hotels and Resorts. In 2000, one of Key West’s top real estate firms 
affiliated with Christie’s Great Estates, a subsidiary of Christie’s auction 
house. On most days of the week, cruise ship passengers crowd the Gulf 
end of Duval Street, an increasingly worldwide phenomenon in coastal 
tourist destinations. Passengers walking off the ships at one of the is-
land’s docks are greeted with the following salutation: “The Westin Key 
West Resort & Marina and Pepsi-Cola Welcome you to Paradise,” a greet-
ing that might dampen any expectations of visiting a unique destination.
 Tourism, however, does not inevitably drive destinations to converge; 
indeed, many still retain their uniqueness. A recent study of New Or-
leans, for example, concluded that tourism, to a significant extent, had 
preserved the city’s cultural distinctiveness.4 Variations in local culture 
and a community’s conscious efforts to retain some degree of unique-
ness are among the forces that differentiate one tourist place from an-
other.5 In addition, as analysts of tourism have suggested, “because the 
tourist experience is produced by the tourist as well as by the service 
provider, the character of the interaction between the two is more open 
. . . and in some ways compared to the relationship between artist and 
viewer.”6

 Much in Key West still resists the pull of globalization. Many of Key 
West’s locally owned guesthouses distinguish themselves by catering to 
different groups and interests; some specialize in gay tourism, while oth-
ers highlight literary and historic themes. The many independent restau-
rants and entertainment establishments, as well as other aspects of the 
island city, including its architecture, vegetation, pedestrian friendliness, 
and balmy winter weather, ensure that tourists experience something 
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out of the ordinary. Few towns boast thousands of chickens roaming 
around to the amusement, or frustration, of tourists and residents. Six-
toed cats in Ernest Hemingway’s former home, now a tourist site, also 
defy the generic label, despite their being introduced to the house only 
after Hemingway’s departure.
 Moreover, Key West’s culture has been characterized as “live and let 
live.” Certainly this sentiment has come and gone, sometimes for the 
better, other times for the worse, but it has nevertheless allowed for 
the widespread acceptance of a diversity of lifestyles.7 And even after 
the area began to attract wealthier visitors and second-home residents, 
Key West retained its unpretentiousness and represented, in the eyes of 
many, the “anti-Hamptons.”
 The argument that the tourist experience emerges from the interac-
tion between the tourist and the place certainly rings true in Key West. 
The reaction of a visitor from Wilton Manors, a largely gay community 
near Ft. Lauderdale, to a drag show at Aqua on Duval Street is likely to 
differ dramatically from that of a straight, recent graduate of Liberty 
University upon venturing into the same establishment. The range of 
visitors’ responses to the community is also, no doubt, evident in the 
reactions of tourism industry workers who relocate to Key West.8

 Tourism’s marketers cannot precisely predict or control what will at-
tract or repel tourists, just as they can only nudge tourists’ responses. 
During the 1930s, the federal government spent significant amounts of 
money on reinventing Key West as a tourist destination by increasing 
advertising and rehabilitating accommodations. The major reason many 
tourists traveled to Key West in late 1940, however, had little to do with 
these efforts; rather, they were lured by publicity regarding the bizarre 
relationship between Count Carl von Cosel and Elena Milagro Hoyos.
 Von Cosel, the name adopted by George Karl Tanzler, arrived in Key 
West in 1926. The German-born x-ray technician was employed in the 
Marine Hospital at Key West, which treated both military and civil-
ian patients. In 1930, Elena Milagro Hoyos, a twenty-one-year-old Key 
Wester whose parents had moved to the island from Cuba, arrived in 
the hospital for tests. Von Cosel fell in love with her and was certain 
Elena was the woman he had dreamt about several years before she was 
born. She was destined to be his wife and partner for the rest of his life. 
The fact that Elena died of tuberculosis in October 1931 did not end his 
dream. Instead, he secretly removed her body from the mausoleum in 
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the Key West cemetery, tried to restore it with wax, plaster of paris, and 
glass eyeballs, and slept next to it in his home from 1933 until it was 
discovered in 1940. His efforts to bring Elena back to life and fly off in an 
airplane, which at the time still lacked wings, had failed.
 Although authorities eventually decided not to press charges against 
von Cosel for stealing the body—the statute of limitations had expired—
the national newspaper accounts of the public hearing to determine 
whether charges should be filed and the public viewing of Elena’s body 
at the funeral home drew many tourists to Key West, most of whom 
sympathized with von Cosel. He also found a way to make money from 
his sudden fame by charging visitors 25 cents to visit his house and hear 
his story. Although some suggested that Elena’s body be placed in a glass 
case to add to Key West’s as yet limited array of tourist attractions, au-
thorities decided to rebury her body, this time in a secret place to ensure 
it would not again be disturbed. This “love story” is a perfect example of 
the kinds of eccentricity that has enabled Key West to resist the leveling 
of mass tourism.9

 This book examines Key West’s transition to a tourist town. It does 
so, however, within a broader analysis of continuity and change in Key 
West. As one author points out, “place matters in the study of tourism 
because an analysis of why and how tourism develops will need to take 
into account where and when it develops.” One can only understand and 
evaluate Key West’s shift toward tourism and the consequences of this 
shift by examining both in the context of the city’s history, including its 
culture, demographics, economy, and political and policy conflicts, and 
by taking into account national, and sometimes international, factors.10

Key West before Mass Tourism

Popular tourist destinations do not “just happen,” but are created and 
promoted. Tourism boosters advertise the community, re-create its use 
of space to appeal to and accommodate tourists, and package the desti-
nation as a “vehicle for experiences” to be consumed by the visitors. This 
characterization certainly fits Key West during the last decades of the 
twentieth century and into the twenty-first. Public officials and organi-
zations, as well as businesses that relied on tourism, sought to transform 
Key West into a tourism mecca. The seeds of the island’s attraction to 
visitors, however, had been sown earlier.11
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 As America became interconnected via railroads in the late nineteenth 
century and cars in the early twentieth, Key West remained relatively 
isolated. The railroad would not reach it until 1912 and a continuous road 
from the mainland not until 1938. For decades after the American Civil 
War, Key West was in many senses closer to Cuba and the Caribbean 
than to the mainland United States, both in terms of miles and also its 
economy. Tobacco shipped from Cuba roughly ninety miles away served 
the town’s thriving cigar industry, which primarily employed Cuban im-
migrants. Bahamians, both white and black, also arrived in large num-
bers before and after the Civil War.
 Many who visited the island in the post-Civil War nineteenth century 
and the early decades of the twentieth praised Key West, describing it 
as different, exotic, and unique. Its weather, ambience, flora, isolation, 
diverse population, and relative tolerance contrasted with most other 
communities in the United States. And, of course, it was an island, which 
attracted those who enjoyed fishing and boating.
 These attributes of Key West attracted numerous writers. Ernest 
Hemingway, who lived in the community during most of the 1930s, is the 
author most associated with the island, but others, including Tennessee 
Williams and Elizabeth Bishop, two of the most notable U.S. writers of 
the twentieth century, also lived and worked there. Bishop moved to Key 
West in the 1930s and stayed for several years. Williams bought a house 
in Key West in 1950 and remained a resident until he died in 1983.
 Writers also moved to Key West during the 1960s and 1970s, and 
Jimmy Buffett, both a musician and a writer, arrived in 1971. Many oth-
ers in the arts visited Key West frequently, and some were inspired by 
what they experienced. For example, after visiting Key West in 1941, 
Leonard Bernstein started writing a ballet to be called “Conch Town,” 
influenced by the Cuban music he heard on the island. Although he never 
finished the ballet, he later included two of its songs, one of them being 
“America,” in his classic musical “West Side Story.”12

A Tourist Town

During the 1960s and 1970s, many U.S. cities, suffering from the sub-
urbanization of their middle and upper classes and the loss of manu-
facturing jobs, were busy devising strategies to revitalize their econo-
mies. Their strategies generally included building a downtown replete 


