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Prologue

I grew up, as you probably did, with an ingrained concept of the beach as shorthand for paradise. Life’s a beach, the beach is great, and so is life, if you’re at the beach. I accepted that there was no more coveted environment than 82 degrees, with a light breeze tousling the leaves of a palm tree as it provided sun-dappled shade for a lounge chair and a piña colada, a soundtrack of lapping waves underscoring the vibe. Still today, I can think of no more surefire way to elicit expressions of envy from another person than by mentioning a recent trip to such a place. This person will “hate you.” “Tough life,” she will say, enjoying the sarcasm. Such is the position the beach resort has attained today. It plays host in our collective imagination to the highest form of leisure.

It’s a phenomenon that has always struck me as thorny. The envy is unexamined, almost compulsory. It treats loving the beach as an innate human characteristic, although before the late eighteenth century, the oceans mostly instilled fear in general populations the world over and were avoided altogether if possible. Even at the first seaside resorts, the beach and ocean were not cherished, but tolerated in service of one’s health.

A couple of centuries later, the allure of the beach resort came to be considered self-evident, a truth seldom questioned. The presumed universal appeal of beaches has been mirrored back to us by the media, leaving little room for serious consideration of the major global industry that has bred economic and social inequalities in many a locale, as well as contributed to the climate crisis while coming under existential threat from it—a paradise both threatening and threatened. With regard to these lapses, The Last Resort is meant as both corrective and warning.

I consider my relative newcomer status to resort life to be an asset in this pursuit. Mine is not a family historically concerned with the beach. My parents grew up in small towns in Wisconsin, where the oceans were irrelevant to everyday life. As a child, my mom took an annual family road trip in the 1950s to Florida, on two-lane Highway 41 all the way. The journey took three days in each direction. Once in Florida, she tells me, the family spent more time inland than at the shores. My dad saw the ocean for the first time at age twenty-two—the Indian Ocean, as it turns out, after he arrived in Tanzania with the Peace Corps. I grew up with their view of the beach as incidental, although I did recognize its elevated role in the culture at large, from movies and television to the aforementioned envy I saw when classmates traveled to beach destinations during school holidays.

When I finally began traveling to beach destinations regularly, as a concession to a relationship with a surfer, I came to the culture as an outsider. By this time, I was publishing travel journalism, which familiarized me with the always-sunny disposition required of destination coverage. After so many hours spent endorsing places as a default position, I knew I wanted to look at them through a more critical lens.

This aligned with my tendency to approach my beach breaks analytically, and anthropologically. I often enjoyed the sun and the snorkeling and the views, but I found the sanitized bubbles in which resorts existed curious. Their common culture, so widely treasured, necessitated further examination. To be honest, beach resorts weirded me out a little—their insistence on indolence, and on forgetting the world outside, both the one back home and the one immediately beyond the property; their soundtrack of Bob Marley and Jimmy Buffett; the amount one has to fork over for a margarita. I’ve often found resorts’ peculiar brand of utopia more disquieting than relaxing. At the same time, I’ve seen economies and cultures transformed by them. Sometimes for better, and sometimes for worse, but always in ways that seem coated with ambivalence.

I’ve traveled around the globe to destinations that have been singularly affected by beach tourism, to understand who goes where and why, to document resorts’ underreported role in economies large and small, and to contend with climate change’s impact on them. I’ve chatted at the pool bar with honeymooners and hedge funders and spring breakers. I’ve visited once-remote villages that have been altered completely by the arrival of a resort. I’ve seen how the explosion of the global middle class is forcing travel companies to evolve and creating new ones to compete with them. I’ve seen prominent resort areas going to great lengths to preserve the eroding shorelines that buttress their prosperity, even as their behavior contributes to an unsustainable carbon footprint via air-conditioning, excessive water consumption, golf courses, coral reef damage, and persistent emissions generated by importing food and drink to remote locations. My hope is that, together, the stories in The Last Resort will create a nuanced understanding of the beach resort industry where none currently exists.

To see the locations necessary in completing the research, long-haul flights were often required, making me an accessory to the industry’s growing carbon footprint. I purchased offsets for all flights taken in service of writing this book, while acknowledging that doing so is not enough to rationalize the emissions.

Unease with the concept of the beach as paradise may be sinking into our psyches. In 2021, despite the promise of revived international travel during the waning days of the COVID pandemic, we largely sat on our sofas, presented with a string of TV shows and movies in which things go sideways at the beach: In White Lotus, guests and staff at a five-star resort in Hawaii grapple with their place on the spectrum of white privilege and inequality. In M. Night Shyamalan’s Old, a family on vacation heads to a beach that compresses their entire lives into a single horrifying day. And Nine Perfect Strangers, filmed in Byron Bay, Australia, starred Nicole Kidman as a wellness guru with sinister undertones running a resort for troubled wealthy folks. Even Bachelor in Paradise, the stalwart show putting former contestants on The Bachelor and The Bachelorette together on a beach in Mexico, documented the cast being evacuated in the face of an approaching tropical storm. The beach resort became a de facto setting for stories probing our contemporary fears and concerns.

“The Last Resort” on one hand implies an end to the beach vacation as we know it. With sand that can’t be relied on to stay in place, and water threatening to inundate properties, developers may eventually find the current resort model untenable. It’s happened before: There was a last resort in Baiae, ancient seaside escape of the Roman elite, and a last resort in Rockaway, New York, once the preeminent beach destination in America. On the other hand, we are unlikely to see the global beach resort’s definitive demise in our lifetimes. We may instead have a last resort of another kind, one that comes when all other options have been exhausted, when we’ve failed to curb climate change and have no choice but to accommodate its directives. This book aims to find out where the beach resort is headed, as a last resort.




One

I’m Never Coming Home

Thailand and England

When I first encountered Railay, a small peninsula of unreasonable beauty protruding into Thailand’s Andaman Sea, I was wallowing in the demise of the major relationship of my twenties. The timing compounded my mood—2009, the thick of the financial crisis, when I’d wake up, open my laptop, and read another email from another laid-off editor who would no longer be hiring me. My formerly live-in boyfriend had returned to his native England, and my state of mind was such that for several months I took up smoking, not in earnest, but melodramatically, sitting in the pocket window of my apartment, glass pushed open into the dead of winter.

By the time I booked a flight to Thailand in April, the smoking phase had ended, replaced by one in which the cultivating of distance became my preferred diversion. The other side of the world appealed in its polarity to home. I found Thailand recommended as a good place both for first-time Asia travelers and solo women, and that settled it.

I wasn’t anticipating a beach vacation, but after a couple of days in Bangkok, I understood for the first time that not every major world city would be for me—too many beer-swilling backpackers and brazen sex tourists for my taste. I got a bus south and when I got off at Krabi, Railay emerged as a nearby option. Cliffs and jungle rendered it inaccessible by land, so I took a wooden long-tail boat—the kind featured on every promotional material for Thailand ever. The half-hour ride introduced me to a landscape of tropical waters and high limestone cliffs, some of them jutting out of the water to form unearthly, multicolored vertical islands, something like if Gaudi had built them.

After landing at Railay East, an inferior beach used mostly for transport, I set out to find a place to stay, heading up a paved jungle path and renting a cabana for five dollars a night at a ramshackle spot that would take its place atop the list of the most revolting places I’ve ever slept—bugs, stained sheets, a toilet that potentially was cleaned once. Immediately after checking in, I dropped my bag off and headed back into town for a meal, without even a glance at my bed or the bathroom.
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Phra Nang Beach, on the Railay peninsula in Thailand.


The town arranged itself around a path bisecting the peninsula from Railay East to the magnificent Railay West Beach, with its fine white sand flanked by more karst limestone cliffs. Next to town, the sprawling, five-star Rayavadee Resort seemed to monopolize a bigger chunk of land on the peninsula than the town itself. No matter—one could easily walk around the perimeter of the resort to arrive at Phra Nang Beach, the best of them all.

After the nightmare maze of Bangkok, where I was never not lost, Railay presented a small and faultless world unto itself. It was a place made for walking; there were no cars, and only a handful of motorbikes. The beers and the pad thai were priced right for my financial situation. I couldn’t afford to stay on the beach but that didn’t matter here, because every part of the place felt so accessible. I was just getting to the age when New York no longer promised an adventure down every block, and here I was on this tiny peninsula where everywhere I looked I found something new or beautiful or exhilarating.

Certain details would stick in my mind: the young Thai Rasta men who worked behind the bars. The jet lag that woke me up at 5 a.m. in my wretched stained bed, leading me on a walk to Phra Nang Beach and a swim with all of Railay to myself, the breakfasting monkeys notwithstanding. The seawater, almost too warm in the heat of the afternoon, that felt just right in the morning calm. How good the cold beers tasted in the late afternoon.

I checked out of my cabana and found a clean room in town with AC for twenty-five dollars a night, from which the next couple of days rambled by in a contented haze. I’d go swimming every morning, and then, after a few drinks, again at night, lured by the bioluminescent waters. I’d never even heard of bioluminescence, so to jump into the dark sea and find my every movement trailed by incandescent fairy dust was a shock of delight, if not an act of downright magic.

One afternoon, as I was sitting on the sand in the shade of a tree, two German guys struck up a conversation with me. I hung out with them for the rest of the day and for dinner. They were heading to Thailand’s eastern islands the next day and invited me to join. I would do so, after a couple more days in Railay, meeting them just in time for a half-moon party on Ko Pha Ngan that would get busted by the cops half an hour after we arrived. Still, the adventure represented just the kind of serendipity that Railay seemed to produce endlessly.

On my final afternoon, I signed up for a snorkeling trip—I had snorkeled only once before, off a beach in Baja California with little in the way of underwater ocean life. This time I was gobsmacked. Afterward, the guides took us to an empty sandbar for dinner and beers. At a distance of maybe one thousand feet, a much larger, hilly island loomed with nary a sign of human activity.

And then, the sunset. It did not present itself to us as a spectacle in the distance. It didn’t contain itself to the horizon in one direction. We were in this sunset. It subsumed us. The sky and water in every direction lit up with the intensity of melted iron. Toward the end of this show, just when the sun dipped below the horizon entirely, from the much larger island rose hundreds of giant bats. Giant bats, like you’ve never seen, creating solid black silhouettes against the sky’s lingering glow.

IN AN ESSAY FOR THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS TITLED “FIND YOUR Beach,” Zadie Smith recalls a two-story ad for beer on a building outside her Manhattan window, bearing those three words. The ad works thanks to our widely held understanding that “your beach” equals your happy place; the beach is contentment. Just saying “beach” can work as shorthand for the best place to be in life. Drink this beer and you’ll get there, to the beach.

Think how entrenched a concept has to be in a culture for that phrase—find your beach—to be effective unto itself as an advertisement. Somehow, we came to love the beach so much that the word ceases to mean the beach and comes to mean something else entirely, so that Smith can write of her home country, “In England even at the actual beach I cannot find my beach,” and have us know what she means.

With its beauty and spectacle, Railay became an ideal for me against which all other beachfront locations were to be measured. I remember my five days there as a saturnalia of new and amazing occurrences. The cumulative effect was one of wonder. I found my beach in Railay.

THE RAILAY BEACHES MAY HAVE BEEN THE FIRST ONES I LOVED, BUT I don’t know if I learned to love the concept of the beach, truly, on that trip. It’s a suspicion about myself that is brought into relief as I’m poking around one day on the website of Coastal Living, a magazine dedicated to beachfront lifestyles in or near the United States. Partway through a slide show of America’s historic beach resorts, including the Breakers in Palm Beach and the Hotel del Coronado in San Diego, a pop-up window prompts me to sign up for the magazine’s email newsletter. I want to decline, but instead of a simple No Thanks button, I am presented with a declaration I must own if I want to wriggle free of Coastal Living’s emails in my inbox: I don’t like the beach.

It’s funny, I understand, because it’s implausible. Nobody doesn’t like the beach. Who could possibly click on that. I click. There is a small pang of . . . shame? I don’t like the beach. I wonder if it’s true. And if it is, how did I find my beach?

It wouldn’t be without precedent if I didn’t love the beach. Before the Enlightenment, humans mostly wanted nothing to do with the ocean. In the opening sentence to his widely regarded 1994 book, The Lure of the Sea, Alain Corbin states right up front that “with few exceptions, the classical period knew nothing of the attraction of seaside beaches, the emotion of a bather plunging into the waves, or the pleasures of a stay at the seaside.” Although the Greeks and especially the Romans had been smitten with the oceans and seas, by the time Europe emerged from the Middle Ages, the ancient resort areas along the Mediterranean had fallen into the well of history.

Corbin rightly points out that throughout the Bible, the ocean generally represents chaos and evil. In one of the book’s most famous stories, God basically overruns the entire surface of the Earth with ocean, sparing only the creatures on Noah’s Ark—this is the ocean as agent of destruction. In another biblical tale, the sea monster Leviathan provides an early example of the horrifying creatures used to represent the fury of the ocean in cultures around the world.

But then Europeans began to tame the oceans. The Ferdinand Magellans and Amerigo Vespuccis sailed into the great beyond and returned to tell the tale of previously unknown lands. In 1719 Daniel Defoe published Robinson Crusoe, arguably the first-ever novel in English, an immensely popular tale of a shipwrecked sailor who survives on an island beach for years on end—Defoe presents the ocean as the setting for a riveting adventure with a triumphant conclusion. In the three centuries since its publication, the novel has never gone out of print, and it still today ranks among the most famous English novels of all time.

Later in the 1700s, the Romantic Era arrived, during which European philosophers, poets, and artists took a renewed approach to their relationships with nature, the ocean especially. They found in its vastness a medium through which the self could be lost to something bigger, then reconsidered and reclaimed. In doing so, the inherent terror inspired by nature could be overcome. The philosophers called this the sublime. An early-nineteenth-century painting by Casper David Friedrich, The Monk by the Sea, depicts a single faceless figure lost in self-reflection next to a monastic, slightly menacing seascape, and encapsulates the period’s moody, solitary search for the sublime. The painting shows the ocean becoming, rather than a source only of fear, a place for contemplation, and even self-improvement. “There is a rapture on the lonely shore,” Lord Byron wrote a few years later.

We see the ocean differently today, but echoes of the primordial fear remain, expressed in pop culture phenomena like 1975’s Jaws, which opens on a classic beach scene of teenagers around a late-night bonfire during the run-up to the Fourth of July. A pretty girl entices a boy away from the group for a skinny-dip, and is terrorized by a great white shark. The following day, a young boy is similarly killed during a busy beach afternoon, and panic sets in.

More recently, The Beach—both the 2000 film and the novel by Alex Garland on which it’s based—presents the beach as a utopia that inevitably devolves into a nightmare. In it, a young, white American man named Richard heads to Thailand and (paralleling my own trip) leaves Bangkok after a few days for the beaches in the south of the country. He’s in search of a rumored secret community, and he finds it—filled with Westerners. “It was just a beach resort for people who don’t like beach resorts,” says the on-screen version of Richard, played by Leonardo DiCaprio. What seems like paradise quickly turns sour after a shark attack leads to the same kinds of power struggles you’ll find in any society, and the same disregard for those in need. Throughout, the community ignores the inherent imperial nature of the paradise they’ve created in a nonwhite country that they presume is theirs for the taking.

These fictional stories, it turns out, are no match for the devastation that can be wrought by the ocean in real life. The Boxing Day Tsunami in 2004 killed more than 225,000 people, among them staff and beach vacationers at resorts from Thailand to the Maldives to Sri Lanka. Recent hurricanes have caused untold destruction to beach resorts in the Caribbean, East Africa, Southeast Asia, the Pacific Islands, and on North American coasts. Sunny-day flooding brings chaos even when the weather is good. Sea level rise echoes the great flood in the book of Genesis. These natural events keep the fears of centuries past relevant. In their presence, we don’t enjoy the beach at all. I don’t like the beach becomes more reasonable. We find our beach only where the ocean is friendly, and still today this happens at the ocean’s discretion, not ours.

Scrolling through my Instagram feed, I come across a post from a Bay Area nurse named Nicole Elgin, who posts under the handle @wheretopeanut. In it, she’s in an infinity pool overlooking the ocean, incidentally the same pool featured in Bachelor in Paradise. In her caption, Nicole says that “as much as I love the beach, I gotta say an infinity pool overlooking a beach is second to none.”

I write to ask her why. “I think it’s primarily about the view from the pool,” she tells me. “Without waves or sand to contend with, I truly can allow my mind to open and to allow wonder to enter, uninterrupted. It’s a meditative space for me, even more than having the sea wash over my feet. Mother nature and I are not contending with one another, I am observing as an outsider from a vantage point that mimics nature.”

Mimicking nature. This seems central to the concept of the beach resort, and connected to the Romanticists’ sublime. Paradise is not nature; paradise is nature conquered, nature tamed. The infinity pool erases—visually at least—the demarcation between nature and civilization. It gives us the illusion of the sublime, without the part where we confront the terror inherent in nature.

Last New Year’s Day, as we were sitting around a bonfire on an island beach in Florida, my dad commented, There’s infinity in the ocean. He meant it as a compliment, a nod to the sublime. And it’s true, there’s a lot of room in infinity for awe, but also for things to go terribly wrong. Wallace Stevens, in his 1937 poem “The Man with the Blue Guitar,” writes: The sea is a form of ridicule. We haven’t really conquered the sea, as it likes to remind us. The beach resort only works as well as our ability to pretend otherwise.

CRITICS OF ALAIN CORBIN POINT OUT THAT IN SOME PARTS OF THE world, including northern Africa and southern Europe, people were jumping into the waves well before the eighteenth century. In Polynesia, people were surfing at least as far back as the 1700s. This is true, but these were not the swimmers around whom resort culture sprang, and no line can be drawn from them to the beach industry as we know it today. The English lie at the start of that line. More specifically: the English upper classes.

As early as the late 1500s, they’d begun retreating, or “resorting,” to inland spa towns for the treatment of various physical ailments, real or perceived. There, they’d developed a keen affinity for the apparent power of water to address all manner of conditions. The spa trips proved so enjoyable that the leisure classes started spending entire seasons at Bath or Tunbridge Wells, often only nominally for their health.

Then in 1660 a doctor named Robert Wittie came to Scarborough, on England’s northeastern shore, having heard about a mineral spring there being used by the locals for its supposed restorative powers. He soon published Scarborough Spaw, in which he promoted the town as a curative destination. Scarborough became the world’s first modern seaside resort on a technicality—the ocean was incidental until Dr. Wittie, in a bid to distinguish his spa business from all the others, thought to promote the health benefits of ocean water in addition to the waters from the spring. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the idea that submersion in cold ocean water could produce positive health effects had taken hold at Scarborough, and it soon spread.

In 1736, a reverend named William Clarke spent a month on the southern coast of England, in a small trading and fishing town called Brighthelmstone. His letter to a friend became perhaps the first written account of beach resort life: “My morning business is bathing in the sea, and then buying fish; the evening is riding out for air, viewing the remains of old Saxon camps, and counting the ships in the road, and the boats that are trawling.” Brighthelmstone, an unwieldy name for a place, soon shortened to Brighton.

In A Dissertation on the Use of Sea Water in the Diseases of the Glands, published in 1750, the English doctor Richard Russell prescribed, among other “cures,” bathing in cold seawater, drinking seawater, and even washing the eyes with seawater. His recommendations reached an amenable public. Initially published in Latin, as was standard for medical literature at the time, the book created a sensation and was quickly translated into English for mass consumption. In 1753, Russell moved to Brighton and built a seaside house for himself and his visiting patients. In Brighton and other towns along the English shores, the resort concept took hold.

Around this time, someone invented the first bathing machine, not so much a machine as a horse-drawn dressing room that brought a lady some distance into the ocean for her salubrious swim. She’d enter through the land-side door in her standard clothes, change into a bathing costume or simply strip down while being hauled out into the water, then jump into the sea via the sea-side door, completing her dip in privacy. The bathing machine became a hallmark of beach resorts throughout northern Europe, and held on into the early twentieth century.

Visitors to the ocean engaged in all kinds of unpleasant activities for the sake of their health. They drank seawater just before bed and again just after rising; they drank seawater mixed with wine, seawater mixed with milk; they dipped into cold seawater for some ailments, and into hot seawater for others. People didn’t yet love the beach. They endured it for their well-being, egged on by doctors set to profit from the “cures.” Eighteenth-century Gwyneth Paltrow would have been all over it.

Soon the first true seaside resorts were built to serve this wellness industry. These early hotels prioritized not proximity to the beach itself, but the creation of a self-contained atmosphere for “polite society.” Only as people began to consider the beauty, the infinity, and the awe-inspiring qualities of the ocean did hotels reorient themselves toward it over the course of the nineteenth century.

SOMETIME BETWEEN THE FIRST BATHING MACHINES AT BRIGHTON AND the all-inclusive resorts of today, the beach softened into an ideal. The ascetic painting of a monk in contemplation gave way to relaxed Impressionist seascapes full of light and color. Dips into the gray English waters gave way to frolics in the blue Mediterranean. The seawater beverage gave way to umbrella-festooned cocktails. Lord Byron’s “rapture on the lonely shore” gave way to Philip Larkin’s “miniature gaiety of seasides,” in his poem “To the Sea.”

The great literature of the early twentieth century often used beaches and beach resorts as its setting, especially in depicting the upper classes—the Lido in Death in Venice; Balbec, modeled on the Norman resort town of Cabourg, in Proust’s In Search of Lost Time; Newport in The Age of Innocence; Long Island’s North Shore in The Great Gatsby; the Isle of Skye in To the Lighthouse.

The beach entrenched itself as a cultural phenomenon, bigger in a way than its physical self. We started to refer to the beach, and only the beach, as paradise, a loaded word stemming from an ancient Iranian word for the walled gardens popular with Persian nobles. Like its Persian forebear, the original Christian paradise—the Garden of Eden—existed near no body of water. Paradise’s relocation to the shore is a twentieth-century phenomenon.

Not all beach destinations qualify. People love the Hamptons, but I’ve never heard anyone refer to them as paradise. They don’t even have palm trees there. The beach of paradise has to be somewhere far away, preferably another country. The sand must be white and fine. The water must be a superior shade of turquoise. It must give the visitor the feeling of having the place—to some extent—to herself. It must be a good place for newlywed couples to wrap themselves in romance for a week or two.

I think about my favorite beach experiences. There’s the Octopus Resort in Fiji’s Yasawa Islands, where the front steps of my bungalow led me directly onto the sand and, beyond that, onto a great coral reef ten or so feet into the water. There’s the island beach house off the coast of Florida where I sat around a bonfire on New Year’s Day. And there is, of course, Railay. Difficult places to get to, all of them. Paradise is also—and this is important—a finite resource. If it weren’t, we might not covet it so intensely.

The beach of paradise removes us from our frenzied contemporary daily life, harking back to what we perceive as a simpler and, by implication, better time. In other words, more primitive. This approach is of course selective in its conception. The beach of paradise is simpler in that there’s no rush hour traffic or PowerPoint presentations, but surely not simpler in the infant mortality rate or suppression of women’s rights or the widespread starvation during a drought that may be the reality of the place for those who live there permanently, and who are likely to see the beach as a place where they must cater to outsiders. In an essay for The Nation, Marilynne Robinson captures the foundation on which the beach of paradise is built:


I was in college when Margaret Mead was in her glory and anthropologists could still claim to find societies untouched by the modern world. The idea was that in such places human nature would have been preserved in a purer form than in the rationalist and technological societies of the West. By observing these societies we could learn what we are essentially and how we ought to live. These societies were gentle, violent, uninhibited, and so on, depending, it came to seem, on the preferences of the anthropologist. . . . In any case, the “primitivity” of these populations could in general be called poverty.



Paradise is only paradise when we have travel insurance that includes medevac.

THE FIRST BEACH TRIP I REMEMBER CARING ABOUT CAME AT AGE NINE, when after an edifying few days spent ticking off the monuments of Washington, D.C., my family drove on to Hilton Head, South Carolina, where my parents had rented a condo with lots of mirrors and mauve carpeting. Hilton Head was a place where the overtly privileged kids I knew vacationed. The condo was a five-minute or so walk from the ocean. This was typical—mine were vacations to be enjoyed always at least one street removed from the beach.

As a child of flyover country, the beach and the ocean for me fell into the realm of things that belonged to an exciting, cultured, almost mythical world beyond my reach—that of cosmopolitan cities and great art and actual castles. The beach was where Daryl Hannah emerged as a mermaid and also where she emerged in a wetsuit at Gordon Gecko’s Hamptons place. It was where Dylan and Kelly consummated their summer affair. It’s where Danny and Sandy started theirs. The beach vacations of my youth were different—strictly regional affairs within driving distance of home, and never to destinations that might qualify as glamorous. I would not take a flight to a beach until my mid-twenties, when a brutal New York City winter drove me to book a four-day trip to Miami Beach, where I stayed in a small hotel two streets removed from the beach.

When I recall these beach vacations, I remember hotels and meals and bars. I remember, especially during the Hilton Head trip, caring a lot about my outfits. I don’t remember what I did at the beach. Perhaps because what people are doing at the beach doesn’t tend to be of interest. Look around today and they are taking photos of their own legs, with the ocean beyond. They are texting with boyfriends back home. At the resort today, there is always one young couple engaged in Instagram creation, the woman posing, the man snapping. People are reading books. They are lounging at the pool instead. They are showing off the body they’ve been working hard on, or positioning themselves strategically to best exhibit the one they haven’t. They are wondering how much fun they are having. They are eating air-temperature french fries. They are wondering whether they will forget about the broken dishwasher back home before they have to get back to it. They are having their first drink at noon. They are, against all medical advice, working on their tans. They are trying to corral their children away from the shady haven of their air-conditioned rooms. They are getting bored. They are getting hungry. They are getting hungry because they are bored.

This is the reality that exists parallel to paradise, and it is nothing new. Henry James visited the English seaside town of Hastings in the 1880s and reported: “Four or five miles of lodging-houses and hotels staring at the sea across a ‘parade’ adorned with iron benches, with hand-organs and German bands, with nursemaids and British babies, with ladies and gentlemen of leisure—looking rather embarrassed with it and trying rather unsuccessfully to get rid of it.”

The English photographer Martin Parr began shooting local beach scenes in the 1980s, and eventually documented beach culture throughout the world. I recently bought a small book of his work, titled Life’s a Beach in shiny gold cursive over a pink background with green leaves and red and yellow flowers—an intentionally retro design, and a cheeky introduction to the contents within, which is beachgoing at its least glamorous. Images of women lying out on a concrete seawall in Ireland. Plastic lawn chairs and commanding beer bellies and a local child hawking knickknacks to a sunbather. Elderly people dozing in chairs on the boardwalk, their mouths slack.

Because the beach is paradise and paradise is perfection, travelers understandably arrive to it with heightened expectations. Despite evidence to the contrary that they will inevitably encounter, they hold on to the idea that they have reached paradise, if only for the four vacation days they have left this year. If actually we were feeling restless lying there on that lounger, or the hotel room itself was kind of depressing in its similarity to all other midrange hotel rooms in the world, or the wind coming in off the water was perpetually too strong, is beside the point. That’s not the story we tell when we get home, to others and to ourselves.

I look at the listing for Parr’s Life’s a Beach on Amazon. One review complains that the book is “too ‘warts & all’ for me. A slice of life at beaches around the world, but I guess I like the romanticized version better!” Here we have the sentiment upon which a major global industry has been built.




Two

Where All Passions Combine

Monte Carlo, the Jersey Shore, and Cap d’Antibes

MONTE CARLO

It was the mid-nineteenth century and Monaco was nearly broke. The small principality along Europe’s Mediterranean coast had recently lost the towns of Menton and Roquebrune to secession (both would end up part of France), amounting to 80 percent of its territory and nearly all of its farmable land, gone. In the wake of the loss, attempts to establish a manufacturing industry—a perfumery, a distillery, a lace factory, a false-teeth production plant—had all failed. Prince Florestan, head of the ruling Grimaldi family, sold off royal paintings and jewels to stay afloat, leaving his palace hollowed out. An 1852 guidebook noted Monte Carlo’s general state of “sad abandonment and decay.”

Florestan had little interest in the minutiae of running things, content to squander what was left of his wealth and influence in the swirl of Paris. Instead, his wife, Princess Caroline, devised a scheme for the principality’s survival. A former stage actress with a commanding presence who was known for taking political matters into her own hands, Caroline got wind of a lively scene in the German spa town of Bad Homburg. The brainchild of a self-made Frenchman named François Blanc and his twin brother, Louis, Homburg offered a welcoming extravagance that travelers couldn’t get enough of—full orchestras, complimentary horses and guns for hunting, famous chefs manning the kitchens. These offerings functioned as loss leaders, keeping patrons in town another day for Homburg’s true moneymaker, the gambling tables. In 1855 Princess Caroline sent an operative to gain a better understanding of the resort’s success.

Gambling in the spa towns had until recently enjoyed a gentler reputation as a pursuit for the rich—losing money in good spirits being the ultimate display of wealth. In Homburg, Blanc had recast the pastime as something aspirational, selling the possibility of sudden riches to those who didn’t already possess them. If the visitor’s get-rich plan failed, which it usually did, there was the consolation prize of a few days spent in a sumptuous hotel, mimicking the life of the aristocrat. Blanc understood before anyone else how readily the emergent middle classes could be motivated to splurge in order to appear more like the upper classes.

Caroline’s operative returned with tales of outrageous spending sprees by the rich and not-quite-rich alike, and the princess saw an opportunity. All around Monaco, gambling had become illegal. Venice’s great gambling establishment, the Ridotto, had been outlawed back in 1774, sending gambling into unofficial “casini.” France outlawed gambling on New Year’s Day 1838, leaving Parisian bettors adrift and willing to travel to get their fix. The German spa towns had been reaping the rewards of their predicament up to now, but rumors abounded that Germany, too, would soon ban gambling (it would come to pass on the last day of 1872). The timing felt fortuitous. Within weeks, Caroline convinced Prince Florestan to legalize gambling in Monaco.

Monaco took other cues from nearby Cannes, Nice, and even Menton, towns that had turned their mild weather and invigorating Mediterranean air into the bedrock of an early wellness industry. The locals gave their winters over to the sick and could-be-sick of northern Europe, where the dreariness of the colder months might convince anyone of means that his health felt off enough to justify an escape to sunny climes.

The towns of the future French Riviera in turn took their cues from the aristocratic Brits and their early seaside resorts. But the English seas were generally cold and gloomy. It didn’t take long for some English health-seekers to go on the hunt for a more forgiving climate. First, they jumped the English Channel to establish resorts at Dieppe and Trouville. Then they began taking to the warm sea air of the French Mediterranean, thanks in no small part to the author Tobias Smollett, who in 1765 published the widely read A Journey through Italy and France, which chronicled his time spent in Nice and Cannes. Afflictions reported cured by the air in Nice included consumption, weak nerves, obstructed perspiration, languid circulation, scurvy, chest pain, general weakness, faintness, low spirits, fever, and loss of appetite. It can’t hurt that Smollett also described the climate in Nice as producing “less rain and wind . . . than in any other part of the world that I know; and such is the serenity of the air, that you see nothing above your head for several months together, but a charming blue expanse, without cloud or speck.” At the time, poverty pervaded the South of France, thanks to increasingly outmoded agricultural practices and its isolation from the commercial centers—making it ripe for commandeering by rich northerners.

By the early nineteenth century, visitors had a selection of hotels and “lodging houses” in Nice to choose from and an English Quarter was well established. While diversions emerged to keep them occupied, at its core the fledgling tourism industry of the French Riviera focused on improving health. Guidebooks of the time listed the best English doctors in all the Riviera towns as a matter of course.

Monaco decided to incorporate its neighbors’ health resort concept. In addition to the casino, Princess Caroline envisioned a bathing facility on a spot along her tiny country’s 2.4 miles of shore. In 1856, its government released initial plans for turning the principality into a Bad Homburg by the sea. The plan described a “fine sandy beach” tucked into the deep, calm bay at the foot of the cliffs that housed the main town. The bathing facility would go here, a colonnaded sanctuary backed by the flower farms of the Condamine district. Two small prototype casinos were opened quickly, both also in La Condamine. In 1858, work on the bathing facility got under way. Meanwhile, plans moved ahead for a more permanent casino in Les Spelugues, a rocky plateau of undeveloped shorefront land named for the grottos that lay underground there, considered up to now nothing more than arid, empty, undesirable land.

The early resort struggled to draw crowds. Work on the bathing house slowed and then nearly ground to a halt thanks to shady management and financial difficulties. As for the casinos, they were far from town. Their décor was lackluster, the grounds unsightly, leisure activities nonexistent, and transportation from the target market of Nice unreliable at best. Rooms meant for a café or lounge had yet to be furnished. The house held little in reserve, meaning that only low-stakes wagers were possible. The whole enterprise felt uninspired, and possibly doomed.

But it didn’t die. The bathing building finally opened in 1861, making Monaco the first place in the world to combine the diversions of the German mountain spa towns with the pleasures of the seaside. In February 1863, the new, bigger casino opened in Les Spelugues. Then, later that year, François Blanc, the impresario responsible for Bad Homburg, agreed to take over in Monaco. Unlike the string of past managers, he was ready to spend money in order to make money.

Blanc built the grand Hotel de Paris next to the casino, which he also filled with sumptuous furnishings, Italian paintings, marble columns, crystal chandeliers, silk curtains, a grand entrance, and a see-and-be-seen terrace. He added a second level to the bathing house, in which he installed another hotel. He improved the nearby roads and harbor, implemented consistent ferry service from Nice and Genoa, and imported exotic vegetation for the grounds. Not just palm trees, but those, too. He hired a famous doctor to practice hydrotherapy at the spa. Next to the casino and across from the hotel, he opened the Café Divan, soon to be renamed the Café de Paris. Blanc convinced Prince Charles, who had assumed the throne after his father Florestan’s death, to change the name of the casino area from Les Spelugues to something more reflective of the grandeur he was going for. The prince named it after himself—Monte Carlo.

Blanc did this all just as the French Riviera was coming into its own. A decade before Monaco launched itself as a tourist destination, the 1847 edition of Handbook for Travelers in Northern Italy stated, “Almost all of the hotels in Nice are deficient in cleanliness, and are indifferently furnished.” (At the time, Nice was part of Italy.) By the 1852 edition, the hotels there were “much improved of late years, as regards furnishings, cleanliness, and domestic comfort.” By 1858 they were “as good as in any other part of the Continent,” and finally in 1866, Nice’s hotels have “become of late years as expensive as those in the largest capitals of Europe.” The conditions were right if Monaco could capitalize on them, by replicating the success of a place like Nice with its own hotels, and by luring Nice’s hotel guests over for a day at the tables.

Blanc advertised Monte Carlo heavily throughout Europe, ensuring that people would have a romanticized idea of Monaco before ever seeing it firsthand. It worked; visits increased and so did gambling receipts, although not enough to save a country, even a tiny one. Blanc knew that a crucial piece of the puzzle was still missing. In 1868 he succeeded in adding a train stop at Monte Carlo along the new rail line from Nice, which had been connected to Paris by rail in 1864.

The floodgates were open. The year before the train to Monte Carlo began service, fewer than 30,000 people stayed at the new resort. The year after, that number shot up to almost 170,000, with 345,000 visits to the casino. The casino, hotel, and café now comprised a sort of overstated town square, with a backdrop of Mediterranean blues and a foreground of fountains and gardens sweeping up toward the Maritime Alps. With a few additions and alterations, this square would endure straight into the twenty-first century. Just down the shore, the bathhouse took full advantage of the era’s craze for water-based therapies, and also provided moral cover for the casino visitors.

All of a sudden, Monaco was drawing the world’s most prominent travelers during the winter season, along with those minted in the new middle classes, who arrived and assumed if only for a few days the position of someone occupying a higher lot in life. By 1873, the New York Times was writing that the man who arrived at Monte Carlo “has left the ordinary life and the countries of reality to enter into that brilliant region where all passions combine to obliterate the mind and obscure the reason.”

Just beyond the casino and bathhouse, the seas of the Mediterranean had newly risen a fraction of a centimeter. It was imperceptible, but the start of something big. The advance of the oceans would continue over the next century, then pick up terrifying speed as we approached the twenty-first, and it is no coincidence that it really got going alongside the Industrial Revolution, which had human activity releasing carbon dioxide into the atmosphere in abnormal quantities for the first time. Between the 1880s and 2020, the temperature of the oceans rose 1.8 degrees Fahrenheit. The new trains bringing those hundreds of thousands of tourists to Monte Carlo relied on coal to power their steam engines. In this and other ways, coal literally powered the Industrial Revolution, which increased standards of living and led to a world population explosion. The burning of coal would send more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere than any other human behavior. Its mining would release trapped methane, a gas even more harmful than carbon dioxide. More humans meant more demand for coal, a compounding cycle with seemingly no natural endpoint.

But no one could have been expected to notice that minuscule rise in the sea level. Of more immediate interest: Monte Carlo had created a template that would soon be replicated along the French Riviera. Seeing the success of Monte Carlo, France eventually caved and legalized gambling at seaside resorts in 1907. Cannes, Juan-les-Pins, Deauville, and Le Touquet were soon running their own casinos, and playing host to crowds that no longer pretended they were there for their health. The entirety of the French Riviera embraced high living, well on its way to a reputation as “a sunny place for shady people.”

For the first time, travel was less an immersion in some edifying experience and more an escape from the day-to-day drudgery at home. Before Monte Carlo, there was travel as education, as in the Grand Tour, and there was travel to inland spas and seaside health resorts as convalescence. But unlike the English tradition of seaside resorts that preceded it, and which Nathaniel Hawthorne described as having a “well-to-do tradesmanlike air,” Monte Carlo invented travel as unadulterated diversion. The age of the glamourous, hedonistic beach resort was upon us.

Monte Carlo’s new resort format soon expanded beyond France to the rest of Europe, and from there to the Americas. In many places, the casino faded away as the sea itself became ever more central to the resort experience, but the notion of escapism would remain, as would the grand hotel on the shore, the place where all passions combined.

UNLESS YOU ARE ARRIVING IN ONE OF THEM, A MODERN-DAY EVENING spent at the Monte Carlo Casino usually begins with a lengthy gawk at the parade of luxury cars valeting out front. Ferrari after Bentley after S-Class after Rolls. Mere upper-middle-class Americans and Brits and Chinese and Germans form a band across the street from the casino, that same one opened in 1863, just to watch the valets in action. I am no exception, and I take my place one evening among the crowd. While I’m no car person and haven’t even owned one in the current millennium, the extremes are fun to watch.

At this time of night, entering the casino can be intimidating, not so much because the door staff might reject you—although they will if you haven’t adhered to the dress code—but because a large crowd will watch you ascend the stage-lit stairs and get your bags checked and your attire looked over. In other words, you’ll have an audience.

More transfixing for me than the cars, and harder to dismiss as mere showboating, is the woman sitting at the front corner table of the Café de Paris in a slim-fitting dress and a pillbox hat with a bird-cage veil shrouding her eyes. As I walk by, I take in the flash of her laugh, bellowed in response to something said by one of her two companions. At a table behind her, a thirtysomething couple—I presume, without any good reason, that they are American—takes a seat at one of the round café tables. This is an attractive couple, but they lack that intangible sheen of the superrich. From the woman in the pillbox hat, actual light emanates. The thirtysomething couple by comparison looks tidy but dull, like a perfectly fine living room in need of a good dusting. This is how Monte Carlo works. If you can pay the 22 euros for a cocktail, you are welcome to a seat at the Café de Paris, but that doesn’t mean that light will emanate from you.

With this nightly scene of urbanity, Monte Carlo might at first glance seem a strange place to contemplate the origins of the beach resort. The chief reason would be that at Monte Carlo today, there is no beach. That “fine sandy beach” mentioned in the original plans for Monaco’s bathing facility has long since been replaced by a functional marina for mega-yachts. The principality is dominated by glassy high-rises cascading methodically up the mountains, having supplanted a previous era’s villas with buildings that multiply available square footage in Monaco’s 0.78-square-mile footprint many times over. Monte Carlo spawned the modern formula for the beach resort, then realized that on its list of priorities, the beach ranked low, actually. The original bathhouse closed in 1904 as the marina took precedence. When the beach became more central to the concept of leisure in the postwar years, Monaco created an artificial sand beach on its eastern end, at Larvotto, where pleasure and even hedonism would overtake somber “cures” for good. It is as good as any along the Riviera. Nevertheless, I don’t know of anyone today who heads to Monaco first for its beach.

Instead, tourists come here for the concentrated wealth, and the ways in which the country accommodates it. Almost a third of Monaco’s residents are millionaires, and its residential real estate is the world’s most expensive. It is the first country to have remade its fortunes via seaside tourism. A generally acknowledged fact holds that had Monaco not opened its resort and casino back in the nineteenth century, it would by now be another department of France. Instead, it became the proof of concept for a country wishing to achieve prosperity by luring pleasure-seekers to its shores. Countries around the world have been trying to repeat its success ever since, from Thailand to Fiji to the Bahamas to, much more recently, St. Kitts and Nevis, after its sugar industry shut down in 2005. These nations see the possibilities in pivoting from an underdeveloped economy, usually relying on agrarian practices, into precisely the kind of place where a woman wears a veil-accented pillbox hat out for an early-evening cocktail; governments look at their countries’ miles (and sometimes hundreds of miles) of beachfront, and they see a workable economic vision.

In a more direct copy of Monaco’s approach, Atlantic City turned to gambling in the late 1970s in an attempt to revive its economy—like Monaco, Atlantic City would offer casinos in a region of the world with no other legal gambling options, and combine that offering with an equal emphasis on seaside diversions.

Other beachy locales have emulated Monte Carlo’s tax haven status—Prince Charles abolished the income tax in Monaco in 1869, to appease citizens’ frustrations with so many jobs going to foreigners. It proved an irresistible draw for the superrich. In the decades since, places like the Cayman Islands, Mauritius, Bermuda, the Bahamas, and even the state of Florida have happily and prosperously followed suit.

THOSE PASSING THROUGH MONTE CARLO IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY included English ladies, Russian grand dukes, American industrial tycoons, French actresses, Brazilian emperors, and German barons, along with the strivers, hucksters, dandies, and members of the emergent bourgeoisie from throughout Europe. While the English seaside resorts were the first of their kind, they served a domestic clientele—not even the nearby French were lured across the English Channel for Britain’s beaches. Here on the Riviera, however, an unprecedented petri dish for the international exchange of culture and ideas flourished. For beach resorts, this role would prove resilient into the twenty-first century, and even become formalized in the out-of-all-scale convention centers of many oceanfront resorts, from Miami Beach to Cannes. (The first-time visitor to Cannes, in fact, may be taken aback to find that all the glamour of the Cannes Film Festival takes place in a rather depressing circa 1982 structure; during my recent visit it was hosting the Duty Free & Travel Retail Global Summit.)

A more informal global intermingling takes place one afternoon on the terrace of Hotel de Paris’s Bar Americain, with its view of the casino but not the sea. The bar is just off the lobby, which has recently been fully renovated to shiny effect, all the hard-earned patina of a splendid history buffed away. I overhear an English guy—or is he Dutch—complain to his party of four, who seem all to be from different places, about some business prospect turned complicated. As he grows more animated, two twentysomething women walk in and past him, performing practiced walks in what look to be brand-new Louboutins. I order a Campari and soda. My waiter, who is so professional in his niceness that it hits me as genuine, leaves the entire small bottle of soda with me. I take a first and second sip as three more women walk in, two of them in sneakers, though the sneakers are Chanel. After they sit, one puts on a red sequined blazer. They chat in what sounds like Russian. The blond one lights a very skinny cigarette. Then, out of nowhere, a waiter appears and drapes fleece blankets over their laps because the wind has kicked up a little.

A little later, I sit near the bar in the casino with a glass of rosé. This is nothing like the other casinos I’ve been in, in Vegas and Atlantic City, or even those on other seafronts in Europe. This is gambling as museum piece. There is no tacky carpeting, no flashing lights, no questionably attired cocktail waitresses. The room is spacious and grand, and features just a few gaming tables, with generous amounts of space between them. Half of the gamblers are Chinese, and if anything signifies the winds of change in global tourism today, there it is. As a group, international Chinese tourists now outspend even their American counterparts, a phenomenon that would have seemed impossible just a decade or two ago, and one with wide-ranging implications for beach resorts around the world as they pivot to accommodate a new set of expectations.

THE JERSEY SHORE

Across the Atlantic during an early-nineteenth-century August, residents of New York City and Philadelphia were sweltering. Women sat fanning themselves in the putrid air of their drawing rooms. Men dispensed with the wigs they normally wore. Most residents dared not move if they didn’t have to between the hours of 11 a.m. and 4 p.m. If there could be an escape from this misery, they were ready to embrace it.

At the southern tip of the Jersey Shore, every ship en route to Philadelphia had to pass by the state’s southernmost town of Cape May, where the Atlantic Ocean meets Delaware Bay and from there, the Delaware River. Some of those ship passengers noticed Cape May’s large, gently sloping sand beach and the cooling breezes blowing onshore there. Though it was settled by the English in the first half of the seventeenth century as a whaling village, over the course of the eighteenth century locals and visitors had bit by bit begun to see the waters off Cape May differently, especially during the high heat of summer. By the turn of the nineteenth century, rudimentary rooming houses were popping up along the beach. An 1801 ad in the Philadelphia Aurora and General Advertiser for one such accommodation beckoned city dwellers with its description of a shoreline with a slope “so regular that persons may wade out at a distance. It is the most delightful spot the citizens can retire to in the hot season.”

After the War of 1812, Philadelphians of means could be found enjoying August at the Atlantic Hotel, Cape May’s first, opened by the man who placed the 1801 ad in the Aurora, Elgin Hughes. The Atlantic’s offerings were sparse at best, with mostly dorm beds and little privacy, but they filled up, despite the two-day trip from Philadelphia required to reach them. Then, in 1816, Hughes’s son Thomas built a boardinghouse on the ocean that could welcome one hundred guests at a time. He called it the Big House. People thought he was nuts. But visitors booked rooms there, too, no matter the crude amenities. The Big House burned down after only two years, but Hughes built it back even bigger.

In 1825, steamboat service from Philadelphia to Cape May began, shortening the trip significantly. A year later, Hughes sold the Big House and the new owners gradually added to it, while its luxury quotient inched upward. By 1853, it could accommodate 800 guests and was known as Congress Hall, in honor of Hughes’s election to the U.S. House of Representatives. By this time, Cape May boasted a number of world-class accommodations. In the latter half of the century, Congress Hall competed with major hotels like the Tremont House, the Columbia Hotel, the Ocean House, and the United States Hotel for clientele. All could welcome many hundreds of guests at a time. In 1853, the partially completed Mount Vernon Hotel opened one wing. It was meant to eventually offer 3,500 rooms and stake its claim as the largest hotel in the world. But in 1856 it burned to the ground, set afire apparently by a former employee trying to cover up a robbery and murder of the hotel’s proprietor. Nevertheless, its sheer scale reflected the nascent American taste for bigness. Why have a hundred guests when you could have a thousand—and why stop there?

The achieved combination of beach, breeze, comfort, and culture had the attention of heat-exhausted city dwellers. In its August 1859 issue, The Knickerbocker magazine, the cultural arbiter of the day, covered “that most charming of ocean summer resorts and watering-places, that famous refuge from the heat and dust of the weary city—the beach at Cape May.” The lengthy feature detailed the “gay whirl of the merry dance,” yachting parties, a “moonlight stroll by the side of the solemn sea,” and the “infinite tail of restaurants.” It also made note that the shoreline hotels, which were up to the standard of any in the country, “standing close upon or not far removed from the shore, present a bold front, and surprise the unexpecting voyager as he sails.”

AT THE OTHER END OF THE JERSEY SHORE, JUST ABOUT AS FAR NORTH AS one can go before hitting New York City, two men in the town that would become Long Branch built a few bathing houses on the shore in the last decade of the eighteenth century. By the end of the following decade, three basic boardinghouses had gone up on the beach, each able to hold a hundred or so guests. After a lull thanks to the War of 1812, steamboat service began from Manhattan in 1828, with many city dwellers happily following a doctor’s orders to take some rest along the five miles of beach there. New Yorkers joined the increasing number of Philadelphians arriving by a regular stagecoach line during the hot months, and Long Branch seemed destined to become a “health resort” in the European mold.

But the health resort atmosphere would soon give way to a livelier setting. In 1834, one writer pointed out the “much and fashionable company” as the best thing about Long Branch. By the 1840s, small accommodations were giving way to grand hotels like Conover House, which could take in 175 guests at a time, and the Allegheny House, which could handle even more. These establishments catered to travelers who were beginning to emphasize enjoyment over health—card games, beach drives, and dancing became part of the summer scene, even as a lingering air of propriety kept it somewhat subdued.

In August 1861, Mary Todd Lincoln stayed in Long Branch for ten days, kicking off an era of visits by presidents, actors, and other celebrities. The opening of the nearby Thoroughbred racetrack in 1870 provided an element of licentiousness that made Long Branch into the most popular beach resort in the United States. The New York Times considered this consensus, with a correspondent writing: “No one can be surprised that Long Branch has become the favorite watering place of the United States. It can boast of a fine cliff, a magnificent beach, and a beautiful country at the back; and besides these natural advantages, it always presents a gay and animated spectacle.” In a nice bit of symmetry, the Jersey Shore resort soon enjoyed a reputation as “the American Monte Carlo.”

While some New Yorkers and Philadelphians established their summer getaways on the Jersey Shore, others headed to Rockaway and similar Long Island spots. Farther up the East Coast, Bostonians established their own resort for cooling off during the summer months. On Nahant, a rocky island connected to the mainland by a two-mile strip of sand, boardinghouses began cropping up in the first years of the nineteenth century. Just in time for the summer season of 1823, the Nahant Hotel opened, and over the years got expanded until, by 1854, it could welcome 600 guests at a time. Nahant’s run as a resort was short-lived, and when the hotel burned down in 1861, it wasn’t replaced. But by then it had kick-started a beach resort culture up and down the New England coast.

By the turn of the century, the northeastern edge of the United States from New Jersey to Maine had been remade as a summer refuge from the cities. Americans had found
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