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JEWELSIN THE SUNSHINE
TheFlagler System Hotels

By Seth Bramson

Editor’'s Note: The following article was written by lifetime R&LHS member Seth Bramson.
He is THE expert on the FEC Railroad and it's founder, Henry Flagler. The article introduces
his new book titled Jewels in the Sunshine: The Flagler System Hotels, detailing their history
and operation. | think this introduction will make you want to buy Jewels in the Sunshine! -

JAS

The name Flagler is synonymous with
Horidal Muchof Horida shistory from 1883 (the
year Flagler moved to Floridaon aseasonal ba-
gs) until 1939 (theyear that the HoridaEast Coast
Railway [FEC] commenced the operation of its
first streamlined, diesel-€l ectric powered passen-
ger train, named for therailway’ sfounder) was
directly attributableto either Hagler himself or the
system which bore his name and which he had
amost single-handedly created.

Numerousarticles, biographies, bookson
the history of the Florida East Coast Railway
(FEC) and untold numbersof speecheshavepaid
homageto Flagler. For somereason, however,
little has been doneto commemoratetherol e of
Flagler's”jewelsinthe sunshine,” the group of
hotels known as the Florida East Coast Hotel
Company (FECH Co.), which consisted, through
theyears, of atotal of eighteen owned, leased or
operated properties.

The seasonal operating concept of the
Flagler Hotel System wascompletely different
fromtoday’s 365 daysayear round modus op-
erandi. With theexception of the Continental Hotel
at Atlantic Beach, east of Jacksonville, whichwas
asummer-only resort, all of the other properties
(except for the short-lived 1960s Flagler Inns,
whichweremotelson or near interstatehighway's)
operated in thewinter season only, usually open-
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inginlate December and closing at the end of Febru-
ary or early March.

While such seasonal schedulesareimpossible
today, severa factorscombinedto alow gtrictly sea-
sonal operation at that time. First, construction costs
were much lower, for several reasons, including
greater abundance of materia with fewer scarcities.
Thisincluded minimal transportation costsregardiess
of originor destination of freight or employees. Goods
and products destined for the company-owned ho-
tel sweretransported onthe FEC utilizing specid tar-
iffswhich alowed those goodsto bedeclared ascom-
pany serviceitems, inmany casesmovingat no charge
to the hotel company’s properties.

The second reason the hotel s could operate on
aseasond basisat thetime (fromthelate 1880sthrough
the mid-1960swhen the Breakersmoved to an all-
year round operation) wasthat the employees, al of
whom were non-union, were cared for in apaternal
fashion. Most of theFlagler System hotdl’smanagers
operated summer season hotels, in many casesfor
companieswhich were owned by other railroadsin
thenorth and northeast - Maine, New Hampshireand
New York. An example is Joseph P. Greaves. He
wasthe manager of the Royal PAm Hotel in Miami,
but he spent his summers at the Oriental Hotel at
Manhattan Beach, near Coney Idand. That hotel was
owned by the Long Island Rail Road and Greaves
dtationery at either hotel showed not only thename of



hisopposite season hotel but the operating monthsfor each
property!

For themost part, much of the staff at each hotel went
along with their manager. Chefs, kitchen personnel, maitre
d’s, waiters, dining room staff, chambermaids, porters,
housekeeping and maintenance employeesaswell as sec-
retariesand office-function related individua swould, for
themost part, remain together through the seasonsand work
asan operating unit for years. Staff housngwasprovidedin
al Flagler System hotel s(dormitoriesfor theemployeesand
private roomsfor managers). In addition, staff mealsand
use of the hotel’ slaundry facilitieswere provided to em-
ployeesat no charge.

Another sgnificant employeebenefit wasthat theHo-
tel System, being under thesame ownership umbrellaasthe
Florida East Coast Railway, would request passes, or re-
duced-ratevouchers, for each employee, either onthe FEC
or connecting railroads, to the point of destination. These
perks made asubstantial benefits package!

Thethird reason that the hotel swere ableto operate
for seasonsthat were sometimes as short asjust over two
and ahaf monthswasthat seasona closing costswererea
tively low. Following the end of the season a skel eton staff
remained on premisesto provide security and routine off-
season maintenance. When staff would returnto their re-
spective Horidahotels, each personwasfamiliar with hisor
her assgnment. So reopening costscould beheldtoamini-
mum.

Thefourth reasonfor thehotels seasona successwas
anetwork of railroadticket offices. Inthecaseof the Flagler
System, aswell assome of thelarger railroads, every rail-
road ticket officein the United Statesand Canadawasthe
equivaent of ahotdl salesoffice. Railroad passenger traffic
departments were encouraged to “sell” reservations at
Flagler Hotel properties

Theglamour and mystique of aFloridavacation, par-
ticularly fromthelate 1880suntil theearly 1950swassome-
thing generdly reserved for those with money, or thosewho
could at least put on ashow of having money. Reports of
the day indicate that most, if not all, of the FEC Hotel’s
winter resortsoperated at or near capacity throughout the

season. Because occupancy rates were so high, and the
tariff, for thetime, wasanything but moderate, the hotels
could cover al fixed costsaswel | asvariable expenses, and
still earn aprofit for each season.

Only one of the System’ s properties could be con-
sidered to have been afailure, and that was the Conti-
nental, east of Jacksonville at Atlantic Beach. The Con-
tinental wasthe only Flagler hotel built asasummer “ op-
posite season” resort. It had rail service (as did the
Ormond, Palm Beach and Miami hotels) direct to the
door - the FEC station being placed adjacent to the ho-
tel. The hotel was never ableto cover its costsand was
sold by 1910. The idea of Florida, at that time, as a
summer resort was simply not realizable. Withthedis-
posal of the Continental, the company limited itself to
the operation of only winter season resorts.

With the singular exception of the BreakersHotel in
Palm Beach, FL, the Flagler System of Hotelsno longer
exists. Severa of the hotel s<till survive, either ashostelries
or for other usesand purposes. the Ponce de Leonisnow
Flagler College; theAlcazar isSt. Augustine City Hall and
Lightener Museum of Hobbies; and the CordovaHotel has
beenreturnedtoitsoriginal, pre-Flagler nameandisnow
the (Marriott) CasaMonica. Thetwo Nassau, Bahamas
hotels, the Royal Victoriaand the M ontague Beach survive
ashotelswhilethe CasaMarinain Key West retainsthat
nameand isoperated by Waldorf AstoriaHotels.

What remains, however, isalegacy of resort hotel
operationsthat islegendary intheindustry. TheHagler Sys-
tem wastheleader iningtituting anumber of operational
methods, practices and procedureswhich arestill in use
today inthehospitdity industry.

Becausethe Flagler Systemwasin operation asearly
asit was(the Ponce de L eon opened on January 10, 1888),
almost everything that was done operationally by the
System’smanagement, wasinnovativefor thetime. Many
of thethen-unique manageria procedureswould become
standard operating practicefor much of theAmerican hos-
pitality industry. C. B. Knott, originally manager of the
CordovaHotel in St. Augustine, would become general
superintendent of the Flagler System. It was he who
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implemented many of the FEC Hotd Company’ sthen-unique
management and operating systems.

Knott was schooled intherailroad tradition of follow-
ingrules. Heorigindly wrotethe® Rulesof Service,” stan-
dardsfor hotel re-openingsand provided employeeswith
written and formal rulesfor the operation of various seg-
ments and departmentswithin the hotels. In addition, the
Flagler System had, asearly as 1903, aformal “chain of
management authority.” Although smplistic by today’ sstan-
dards, that diagram delineated responsibility for hotel op-
erationsat each property.

Another areaof interest and concernto Knott and to
later system officerswas purchasing standards, and it ap-
pearsthat specificationsfor purchas ng various commodi-
ties (including food and beverage) werein place, having
beenjointly developed with therailroad, prior to 1900.

Thehotel system prideditself onitsfood, and the ho-
telstook pleasurein advertising thequality and copiousquan-
titiesof food availableto guestson theAmerican plan (three
meal s per day included with theroomrate). A 1907 lun-
cheon menu offered oystersprepared eight different ways,;
eight varietiesof fish; steaks, chops, veal, mutton, poultry,
cold meats, salads, sandwiches, five cheesesand at | east
sx different desserts, with nary ahamburger insight!

Of dl of theareasof innovation, advertising and pro-
motionwastheapex of the System’saccomplishments. Itis
because of thetie-inwith the FEC Railway and Flagler’s
commitment to bring more peopleto Horida(viahistrains
andtofill hishotel rooms) that the pinnacleof Foridaresort
advertising wasreached by the Flagler System. It wascar-
ried oninamanner of refinement, e egance and hyperbole
that now cause the most glamorousof later effortsto pale
by comparison.

Palm Beach became“the beautiful,” and Miami “the
magic city.” Therailroad sextensionto Key West became
“the OverseaRailroad” and the east coast of Floridacame
to beknown asboth “theAmerican Rivera’ and“ paradise
regained.” Words, phrases and descriptions of the magnifi-
cent east coast became household words nationally, and
that in atimebeforeradio, television, computersor el ec-
tronic messaging.

To reach the maximum number of people, hotel and
railroad advertising was combined, and prospective guests
were considered to be potential FEC passengers. Natu-
raly, thereversewasasotrue, andtherailroad, initstime-
tables and descriptive bookletsand brochures, would fre-
quently wax rhapsodic not only regarding atripto Key West
ontheover-the-searailroad but on and about the glories of
theFlagler System hotds. Although thegambitsweremany,

andthehypeunrdenting, it wouldfal totherailroad and the
hotel company to devise what would be remembered as
thesinglemost striking piece of Floridapromotional adver-
tisng ever conceived.

Appearing for thefirst time on the back cover of the
1901-1902 edition of “East Coast of Florida,” the compa-
nies presented amap of the state showing therailroad’s
linesalong theeast coast inred and specifying, inlargelet-
ters, thelocationsof thecitiesinwhich Flagler System Ho-
telswerelocated. The sunshonebrightly upon themap, but
ONLY ontheesast coast of the state, so that the remainder
of the peninsulawasin shadow. Below the bordered map
appeared thelegend, “ The East Coast of FloridaisPara-
dise Regained.” Another advertisement had atag linethat
stated “ Out of the Shadows...Intothe Sun” followed by the
words“Againthe TROPICSCALL.” It wasmightily ef-
fective at atimewhen the special magic of Florida swinter
warmth and gloriousweather wasjust beginning to pervade
thenorthern public’sconsciousness.

Whilethe Flagler Systemisnow, in effect, onehotel,
thelegacy of Henry M. Hagler and the pioneering spirit and
innovationsof the hotel company will remainamajor part
of Floridalore, legend and legacy. Simply put, without
Flagler and hisgreat and grand enterprises, one of the most
prominent of whichwasthehotel chain hecreated, thestory
of the east coast of Floridawould beentirely different. In-
deed, the story of Flagler and the histories of therailroad
and thehotd company (along with theamost asmonumen-
tal story of Flagler’ sfriend and friendly competitor, Henry
Plant and hisgreat enterprises) arethe commercia history
of Forida

Without Hagler, without therailroad, without the hotel
company and without the remainder of the Flagler-founded
corporate entities, much of Florida shistory would ssmply
not exist.

Fortunately, that is not the case, and Jewelsin the
Sunshine: The Flagler System Hotels presents a long-
overduehistory, and onethat isimportant both to historians
ingenera and Floridabuffsin particular. It presentsthehis-
tory of one of America sfirst hotel “chains,” discussesits
fads, foiblesand modusoperandi, and, asaconclusion, will
hopefully leavethereader with theunderstanding of theim-
portance of the part that the Flagler System hotelsplayedin
the development of the state’seast coast.

A poem, written by the FEC'spublicists, presentsboth
theauraof thetimesand theimpact of the Flagler System
on Floridaand America. It appeared inthe 1908-1909is-
sue of “East Coast of Florida,” itistitled “Florida East
Coast.”
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Florida East Coast.

If fromtheiceand snow you' dflee
Consulta“guide” fortheF. E. C.

Just pack your trunk with summer clothes
And leavethe North to stormsand snows.

At Jacksonville, you are sureto see
Thebest lookingtrain marked“F. E. C.”
You'll findit gtrictly up-to-date
Running“ontime,” sddomlate.

The scenery?Fineasit canbe
Alongthelineof theF. E. C.

You'll enjoy thetrip al theway
From Jacksonvilleto Biscayne Bay.

AndwhentheBay at |ast you see
Closetothetrack of theF. E. C.

You'll think of thenorth soicy cold
Compared to our groveswithfruit of gold.

You'll think right then, withmirthful glee
“I'mglad | took theF. E. C.

I’ vemissed the snow, thefreeze, the dlest,
Nor do| suffer fromchilly feet.”

And next winter, you aresureto be
Onsometrainof theF. E.C.,
Coming down, to wesather fine,
Tobamy air and bright sunshine.

Andthen again, oneyear maybe,
Thisfirst classroad, theF. E. C.,
Will to Key West extended be,

Andyouwill rideabovethe sea.

Therailswill reachfromKey toKey
AndtravelingontheF. E. C.

Will bein pleasure; best of dl,
You'll thencomedowninearly fall.

Catchfishand sail or hunt maybe,
Alongthelineof theF. E.C.,
Withfinehotels, al kindsof boats,
Yes, everything that svimsor floats.

You'll tell your friends, each oneyou see,
Of thegrandest of routes, theF. E. C.,
Whosetrainsarefineand service best,
Between Jacksonvilleand old Key West.

.

Alcazar is now St. Agustine City Hall.

Ponce de Leon in St. Augustine is now
Flagler College.




Breakers in Palm Beach, Florida

Cordova (or Casa Monica) in
St. Augustine, Florida




June, July & August Minutes (condensed)

Meeting on June 14, 2012

Trip Committee: Chairman Carl Cors put forth possiblefuturetrips. A day tripto WaycrossGa.’sRiceyard witha
stop onthereturnin Folkston. A weekend trip to theAtlantaGa. Areato view museumsthere. Co-Chair Larry Shugart
proposed a side trip to Progress Rail’s shop in Patterson Ga. where steam engines are being built be added to the
Waycrosstrip. It was noted that demographically, only athird of any group will participatein group trip activities.

Meetingon July 12, 2012
Trip Committee: Theweekend trip to theAtlantaGa. Areato view museumsthere has been tabled until theweather
becomes more pleasant.

MeetingAugust 9, 2012
Trip Committee: Carl Cord reportsthat notripsareimpending primarily dueto the hot weather. Heiswaiting for Co-
Chair Larry Shugart to get back to him on theyard/shop tours proposed last month.

Futuremeetings:

September 13th: Meetingwill beheld at the Riverview East Conference Room, also onthe 2nd floor. Follow thesigns
fromtheeevators.

October 11th: Larry Shugart: Locomotive 101

November 8th : Steve Vertescher: Forty Feet Below

2013 Election Notice

During the September meeting there was discussion regarding the election of chapter
officers (Chairman, Vice-chairman, Secretary and Treasurer) for 2013. A partial sate of
officers was discussed, but we need to hear from any “out of town” members who might
be interested in running for office. If you are interested in being a chapter officer, please
send a note to Chairman Bill Howes (no later than November 6th) at our chapter’s mailing
address - P. O. Box 600544, Jacksonville, FL 32260-0544. If we have four people running
for four offices, they will be installed using the Acclimation by Proclamation process.

Tampa to Invest in Union Sation

The city of Tampa plansto spend $5.2 million on repairs to Union Station, reports the Tampa Tribune (August 13, 2012).
The project entail simprovementsto heating, ventilation, and air conditioning systems and mitigation of moisture problems.
It is expected to be completed by 2015. Amtrak currently serves the station with the daily Silver Star between New York
and Miami. The station serves approximately 140,000 Amtrak passengers each year.

Announcements

October 6 FloridaRail Fair, Volusia County Fairground, Deland, FL.

October 11 Regular chapter meeting, program will be by Larry Shughart: Locomotives 101.
October 20-21 Palatka Railfest train show, 10 AM - 4 PM both days.

November 8  Regular chapter meeting, program will be by Steve Vertescher: Forty Feet Below.
November 17 NE FloridaModel Railroad open house at Green Cove Springs.

December 13  Regular chapter meeting.

January 5-6 FloridaRail Fair, VolusiaCounty Fairground, Deland, FL.

February 16  Golden Spike Enterprise - Jacksonville, FL train show.
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