
Introduction

Florida is tourism. Every modern image of the state evokes travel for plea-
sure. To most outsiders, Florida is one big theme park, not a state but a 
“magic kingdom” of dreams and fantasies, where real life, with its mun-
dane cares, is effectively banished. Sunshine, water, and thrill rides await 
the tourist who arrives clad in the official Florida uniform of straw hat, 
shorts, and sandals. Once noted for its fierce Seminoles, fragrant orange 
groves, and cattle-herding Crackers, Florida has become the province of 
talking mice, fairy princesses, and jolly pirates. Everyone, it seems, has been  
there and has a T-shirt to prove it. There is little to no hope of reclaiming 
any other identity for Florida; America would never relinquish its favorite 
toy.
 But tourism was not always Florida’s trademark. Until just after World 
War II, Florida was known primarily for its agricultural products. Cotton, 
citrus, tobacco, and sugarcane shaped the landscape, and early motorists 
were cautious to share the road with wandering cows. Tourism was a no-
table industry, one that Floridians were eager to exploit, but it was not the 
primary economic engine of the state, because before the war relatively few 
Americans had the money or leisure time for a vacation in Florida.
 Yet tourism has existed in Florida since its beginnings. Indian trails and 
mounds around Florida’s springs hint that its earliest residents made oc-
casional pilgrimages to sites bearing some special, now forever lost, sig-
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nificance. In the 1820s, visitors were arriving in St. Augustine, Pensacola, 
and Key West, where the climate and fresh air were reputed to bring re-
lief from tuberculosis and other respiratory complaints. By the mid-nine-
teenth century, the state was attracting sportsmen; many of them fired 
their guns at alligators from the decks of St. Johns and Ocklawaha river 
steamboats. Tourists curious about the native flora or the opportunities 
for Reconstruction investment began arriving at Florida’s spas and along 
the coast by the 1870s and 1880s. In their wake, two great industrialists, 
Henry Flagler and Henry Plant, took on second careers as land develop-
ers and hotel builders, carving out twin tourist empires in the Gilded Age. 
These friendly rivals turned Florida into the American Riviera, where rob-
ber barons migrated every winter in order to conspicuously consume the 
state’s abundant sunshine.
 Democratization of tourism began in the 1920s, with the land boom 
and the Model T, as “tin can tourists” took to the still inadequate highways 
and inspired new attractions, hotels, and facilities catering to ordinary 
Americans. The Great Depression damaged but did not kill the budding 
industry; tourism helped Florida recover from the crisis with remarkable 
speed. During World War II, Florida’s tourism industry was drafted into 
uniform. The use of hotels for military training and tourist attractions for 
United Service Organizations (USO) shows exposed a new class of Ameri-
cans to Florida’s many delights.
 Post–World War II prosperity brought Florida tourism to the forefront, 
creating the modern image of the state as the great American playground. 
Reveling in new cars, two-week vacations, and a wonderful invention 
called air-conditioning, middle-class Americans began pouring into the 
state in the summer, initiating the ideal of year-round fun in the sun. The 
baby boom created a craving for novel entertainment, which Floridians 
fed with roadside zoos, tropical gardens, amusement parks, western towns, 
water skiers, and mermaids. Though garish, cheesy, and of questionable 
authenticity, the memorable attractions of the age of whimsy from 1945 to 
1971 are today firmly entrenched in the nostalgia of a graying population. 
These attractions set the stage for the ultimate fantasy to arise from the 
swamps of Central Florida. Walt Disney World, and the massive theme 
parks and entertainment complexes that followed, completed the image 
and established Florida as the tourism capital of the planet.
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 For most Floridians, tourism is a way of life. Over 80 percent of Florida 
jobs are in the service industry, which provides food, lodging, and enter-
tainment to guests. Lacking an income tax, the state draws most of its rev-
enues from sales and hotel taxes. Walt Disney World alone provides more 
sales-tax dollars than any other business in the state. Florida needs every 
visitor, and native Floridians are trained from birth to love and hate tour-
ists in relatively equal measure.
 The benefits of tourism seem obvious. Tourism taps into Florida’s most 
basic natural resources, its climate and semitropical beauty. Tourist facili-
ties, though often unattractive, require less infrastructure than other in-
dustries, and though pollution generated by tourism is unavoidable, with 
careful management it can be more strictly controlled. Virtually anything 
in Florida can be turned into a tourist attraction. Old tobacco sheds con-
vert into antique markets, and decrepit fish shacks are reborn as beach-
front theme restaurants. Growing interest in ecotourism and heritage tours 
opens new possibilities for overlooked communities. The family vacation 
is a birthright the baby boomers have passed along to their offspring; the 
rituals of spring break seem unlikely to fade as long as there are college 
students eager for suntans, beer, and casual sex; and foreigners intrigued 
by Americana consider Mickey Mouse to be more American than Mount 
Rushmore or the Washington Monument. These factors alone would seem 
to guarantee Florida’s continued dependence on tourism.
 But tourism is not always the best economic investment. Recessions 
take their toll, as do international crises and natural disasters. A terrorist 
attack, a year of multiple hurricanes, or a well-publicized string of horrific 
murders can lead to a sudden drop in receipts. If gas prices rise too steeply, 
or layoffs become too common, the Florida vacation can quickly go from 
an eagerly anticipated adventure to an irresponsible expense. Nor are ser-
vice industry jobs the kind of employment on which a balanced economy 
is constructed. Low-skill and low-status, they are hardly likely to appeal to 
workers who could find better opportunities out of state. Being a Disney 
cast member or a Miami Beach lifeguard might be a novel summer job, but 
it is rarely a career.
 If there are serious drawbacks to tourism as an economic bulwark, the 
cultural problems are more deeply entrenched yet less thoroughly consid-
ered. What exactly does it mean to be a Floridian? Are native Floridians 
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also Southerners? Do they even exist, or are they merely faceless robots, 
standing by to change beds, take tickets, and serve fast food to people on 
the go? Books on the character of the South often omit Florida from con-
sideration, considering it an aberration on the landscape. But if Florida is 
not “the South,” then what is it? “Sunbelt” alone hardly explains the sense 
of cultural disconnect that many Floridians, especially those born and 
raised in the state, often experience. For nearly a century, Florida has been 
defined by what outsiders expect of the state, a constantly evolving land 
of fantasy and illusion. Floridians are often complicit in this, readily pro-
moting the gaudy, the inauthentic, and the impermanent, hoping to “skin 
the alligator,” as fleecing tourists was called at the turn of the twentieth 
century. But as a result, many Floridians have come to feel like strangers 
in their own land, confused by the distorted image of fun, sun, and eter-
nal youth that is projected onto them. Some are even humiliated by it. A 
native of St. Petersburg confessed to me that as a young man he felt great 
shame in growing up in a town known as “wrinkle city” for its population 
of elderly retirees and tourists whom no one would want to see in their 
bathing suits.
 My personal experience with this cultural disconnect inspired this 
project. I am a product of a Panhandle farm, a third-generation Floridian. 
When I took up residence outside the state I was constantly asked if I had 
grown up on a beach or in the shadow of Cinderella’s castle. I am frustrated 
by people who insist that I cannot be from Florida because of my thick 
Southern accent, and argue that a visit to Orlando or Miami is sufficient for 
understanding Florida. In trying to impress upon others the vast variety 
and beauty of my native state, I became curious as to how Florida’s image 
has become so inseparable from tourism. In many ways I am a tourist; I 
confess an almost childlike fascination with theme parks and attractions. I 
undertook this narrative of the social and cultural trends that led to Flor-
ida’s dependence on tourism as a way of understanding both my state and 
myself.
 Florida is a state rich in history, yet for so many residents and visitors 
alike, that history goes back no farther than the opening of Walt Disney 
World. To better understand our state, our image, and our distorted, illu-
sionary culture, Floridians should consider the long history and the devel-
opment of tourism, which this narrative traces.
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