
 
Key West: Bohemia in the Tropics is 
the work of Florida filmmaker 
Timothy Long, the writer and director 
of a hilariously derisive 2008 WLRN 
documentary on the Everglades, 
Escape to Dreamland. His keen and 
affectionate sense of Florida 
weirdness serves him well again on 
the unlikely tale of Key West’s 
alternating incarnations as 
dissipated arts colony and tacky 
tourist trap. 

Bohemia in the Tropics starts in 
1934, when Depression-era 

fortunes in Key West had sunk so 
low that the city declared bankruptcy 
and deeded itself over to the federal 
government. A New Deal technocrat 
named Julius Stone was 
dispatched to the city to fix it. … His 
solution: Sell the place as a tourist 
resort, “the Bermuda of Florida.” He 
poured federal funds into hotels, 
bars and restaurants, then put 
writers on the government payroll to 
churn out brochures that pitched the 
island’s indolence and economic 
desolation as virtues. “The weary 
business man hides his portfolio, 
forgets about newspapers and 
telephones, and grows lazy, brown 
and smiling." 

Stone’s tourist hucksterism 
infuriated about the only 
economically viable sector of Key 
West: Ernest Hemingway, John Dos 
Passos, and the rest of a colony of 
self-consciously raffish artists who 
came to town to get away from what 
they regarded as the great American 
boobousie. "Who wants to share 
green cocoanut ice cream with 
these strange monsters who 
snooze in the porches of this once 
forlorn hotel?" complained the poet 
Wallace Stevens after customers 
started flowing into the Casa 
Marina, one of the hotels that Stone 
rehabbed. 

Their angst only increased when 
Stone began putting their homes on 



tourist maps — you can only wonder 
if some gawking bookkeeper from 
Iowa was lucky enough to be 
standing nearby with a camera 
during the infamous fistfight in 
which Stevens broke his hand 
punching Hemingway in the face — 
and soon, the artists headed back 
to Santa Fe, Greenwich Village and 
other hellholes of espresso and 
effete poetry. It was the beginning of 
a tension between philistine 
preciousness and outlaw scruff that 
persists to this day. 

Bohemia in the Tropics has a great 
deal of fun with all of this, 
particularly with the rampant sexual 
and psychotropic excesses of the 
wayward artists. Whether it’s Gore 
Vidal recounting the Tennessee 
Williams Diet (“He lived on 
barbituates and vodka”) or novelist 
Russell Banks explaining how he 
accidentally moved into a 
whorehouse (“The ghost of 
Hemingway was luring me”), the 
show is stuffed with joyously bizarre 
anecdotes. Nor is it some 
screeching screed about the 
cultural apocalypse of pink plastic 
conch shells or FREE MUSTACHE 
RIDES T -shirts. As Vidal drily 
observes: “Better a T-shirt than a 
tombstone.” 
(An excerpt from the Miami Herald, 
“Hilarious Ode to Key West,” Nov. 
21, 2010) 


