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AbSTRACT
Despite the cultural and economic influence of Spring Break, and the fact that it has become a 
significant area of study in other fields of research such as psychology, sociology, college health, 
and business and marketing, historians have largely overlooked the phenomenon. This article 
provides an overview of Spring Break’s postwar history by focusing primarily upon develop-
ments in the American Southeast, especially Fort Lauderdale, Daytona Beach and Atlanta. In 
bridging the histories of higher education and tourism we focus on three key developments: 
tensions between visiting students and host communities, commercialization and corporatiza-
tion, and the racial dynamics of Spring Break. In our conclusion we briefly examine the phe-
nomenon of “alternative” Spring Breaks and offer reflections on Spring Break’s overall historical 
significance.

RéSUmé
Malgré l’influence culturelle et économique de la semaine de relâche universitaire, le « Spring 
Break » et le fait que de nombreux chercheurs en psychologie, sociologie, santé des étudiants 
universitaires, commerce et publicité s’y soient intéressés, les historiens ont négligé ce phé-
nomène. Cet article fournit une vue d’ensemble de l’histoire de la semaine de relâche dans la 
période d’après-guerre, centrée sur le déroulement des activités dans le sud-est des États-Unis 
et, en particulier, Fort Lauderdale, Daytona Beach et Atlanta. Nous effectuons un rappro-
chement entre l’histoire de l’enseignement supérieur et celle du tourisme et nous mettons 
l’accent sur trois aspects clés de l’événement : les tensions entre les étudiants en vacances et les 
communautés hôtes, la commercialisation et le corporatisme et enfin la dynamique raciale de 
la semaine de relâche. Dans notre conclusion, nous considérons le phénomène des semaines de 
relâche « alternatives » et nous réfléchissons sur l’importance historique du « Spring Break ».

In 1960 the Hollywood film Where the Boys Are depicted a cultural phenomenon that 
began in the 1930s and took root in the 1950s: Spring Break. In its opening sequence 
the film boasted that students flocked “in droves” to its setting, Fort Lauderdale, a 



development that city officials had encouraged and celebrated. But, as the film sug-
gested, with its scenes of crowded beaches and public drunkenness and its allusions 
to sexual violence, Spring Break was not unproblematic. Indeed, by 1967, Roger H. 
Harper, Florida’s state attorney, would declare such students a “despicable class of 
tourists.”1 Seen initially as a boon to small towns eager to attract tourist dollars, city 
officials, business people, and residents soon encountered the mayhem that could 
be unleashed by large numbers of unsupervised young people. As both an economic 
boon and an invasive, administrative challenge for local authorities, Spring Break 
spread as a cultural phenomenon among students. Indeed, today it is an accepted 
and often highly anticipated aspect of university life. Hollywood films, MTV and 
MuchMusic specials along with the Girls Gone Wild franchise have helped to establish 
annual trips to destinations such as Fort Lauderdale, Daytona Beach, Lake Havasu, 
among many other regional and local sites as a rite of passage for North American 
university students.

Despite the cultural and economic influence of Spring Break, and the fact that it 
has become a significant area of study in other fields of research such as psychology, 
sociology, college health, and business and marketing, historians have largely over-
looked the phenomenon.2 On the one hand this is perhaps not surprising. Although 
the advent of social history has given rise to a number of key works on the history of 
student culture, the field remains in its infancy.3 And while historians have examined 
some aspects of on-campus activities, students’ off-campus activities, particularly their 
leisure activities, remain largely hidden from view.4 Moreover, we know much more 
about student culture in the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth century than 
we do about more recent eras. Investigations into Spring Break thus offer not only a 
means to further explore the development of off-campus culture in the second half of 
the twentieth century, but also an opportunity to understand the historical roots of an 
activity that plays a key role in shaping public perceptions of university-student life.

Spring Break, though, has never just been about students. It also intersects with 
the histories of tourism, local business, civic politics, consumer culture and race rela-
tions, among others. This article thus offers an initial foray into the history of this 
understudied but important topic. In the pages that follow we offer a preliminary 
overview of Spring Break’s postwar history by focusing primarily upon the American 
Southeast, especially Fort Lauderdale and Daytona Beach which played a central role 
in hosting and nurturing the phenomenon in the 1950s and 1960s, and Atlanta, the 
site of perhaps the most infamous “alternative” Spring Break: Freaknik. In doing so 
we focus on three key developments: tensions between visiting students and host 
communities, commercialization and corporatization, and the racial dynamics of 
Spring Break. In our conclusion we briefly examine the phenomenon of “alternative” 
Spring Breaks and offer reflections on Spring Break’s historical significance.

Origins

Pinpointing the “origins” of the contemporary Spring Break phenomenon is no 
easy task. Spring Break is in many ways a post-World War Two development. But 
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a nascent form of authorized break or holiday for college students existed by the 
early decades of the twentieth century when many post-secondary institutions were 
scheduling short breaks, usually a week in length, during the second semester of their 
school year.5 These breaks were commonly referred to as spring vacation, or, because 
they often coincided with Easter, Easter Vacation. A number of early accounts in-
dicate that athletic teams, in particular, embraced this opportunity to travel. The 
Harvard Crimson, for example, reported on athletic matches held during spring vaca-
tion as early as the 1920s.6 For the Harvard teams, the southern United States was a 
popular destination during the colder spring months, but there were also reports of 
competitions held outside the country in places such as Bermuda.7

Although spring vacation travel seems to have been quite varied during the early 
decades of the twentieth century, a number of factors would eventually coalesce to 
bring Fort Lauderdale and other Florida communities to the forefront of spring travel 
for collegians on the East Coast. Indeed, an athletic competition, the College Swim 
Forum, is routinely cited as the initial catalyst that directed students’ attention to 
Fort Lauderdale.8 Although evidence is suggestive rather than conclusive, an often 
recited story has it that a member of the swim team of Colgate University in upstate 
New York convinced his coach and team members to train in Fort Lauderdale, his 
hometown, over the Christmas break of 1935.9 The team enjoyed its time in Fort 
Lauderdale and eventually word spread among students that the city was a great place 
to visit, especially during the cold winter months. The Colgate swim coach, Sam 
Ingram, was so impressed with Fort Lauderdale that he suggested holding a swim 
meet at the municipal pool.10 In December of 1936, Fort Lauderdale held its first an-
nual College Swim Forum. Students from a number of universities came to compete, 
and according to municipal reports, introduced Fort Lauderdale to an even larger 
college crowd that would eventually return during future spring vacations.11 Wartime 
complications undoubtedly slowed the development of the Spring Break phenom-
enon but it is, perhaps, telling that in 1945 the Office of Defense Transportation and 
the US Commissioner of Education, John W. Studebaker, deemed it necessary to 
call for a dramatic curtailment of university and college spring vacations in order to 
“avoid overloading transportation facilities.”12

Post-war affluence and developments such as the federal government’s invest-
ment in the highway system combined with the affordability and popularity of the 
automobile helped to set the stage for Spring Break’s postwar expansion.13 In the 
years following the conclusion of the Second World War, Fort Lauderdale would 
attempt to benefit from the post-war affluence and the tourism boom by appealing 
to students (an already familiar clientele because of the swim forum), in the hope 
of getting them to spend their spring vacations in the city. By the early 1950s, Fort 
Lauderdale’s Spring Break initiatives were attracting thousands of students every year. 
In 1953, for example, in an attempt to further promote itself to the college crowd, 
Fort Lauderdale’s Hospitality Committee sent out invitations to student councils, 
fraternities, and sororities across the country urging them to consider spending their 
spring vacations in the city. The move paid off the following year when approximately 
15,000 students visited. By 1959 the number of students frequenting the city reached 
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20,000.14 Who were these visitors and where did they come from? Spring Break still 
awaits its demographic historians, but registration figures for Fort Lauderdale’s 1964 
Welcome Booths offer some suggestive information. For that year visitors arrived 
from 731 different colleges or universities, the majority coming from “Midwestern 
schools, especially state universities” rather than the Ivy League. Very few freshmen 
were represented and there was, as expected, a high ratio of men to women.15

The growing number of visitors coincided with the increasing enrollment of 
students in post-secondary institutions. Following World War Two an expansion of 
post-secondary education opportunities throughout the country made college and 
university accessible to a larger segment of the population.16 The growing number 
of college students together with the sustained period of postwar prosperity and dra-
matic changes in youth culture set the stage for the development of the Spring Break 
phenomenon. Florida’s natural assets combined with the determined efforts of local 
entrepreneurs to ensure that Fort Lauderdale would emerge as an early and important 
centre of Spring Break activity.

Growing Pains: Expansion, Conflict and Control

For fifty weeks of the year Fort Lauderdale, Florida is a small corner of tropi-
cal heaven, basking contentedly in the warm sun. During the other two weeks 
as colleges all over the country disgorge their students for Easter vacation a 
change comes over the sea. The students swarm to these peaceful shores in 
droves, twenty thousand strong. They turn night into day and the small corner 
of heaven into a sizeable chunk of bedlam. The boys come to soak up the sun, 
and a few carloads of beer. The girls come very simply because this is Where 
the Boys Are!17

With this narration so begins the 1960 film Where the Boys Are. The film, based on 
a popular novel of the same name, became a huge sensation. The success of the film, 
combined with the post-war affluence that made leisure travel more accessible, en-
couraged thousands of students to visit Fort Lauderdale during their spring vacations. 
By the 1950s Fort Lauderdale was already a popular destination for students but its 
appeal increased significantly with the release of the film which focused on courtship, 
sunbathing and drinking. Indeed, just three months after the film’s release, in the 
spring of 1961, 50,000 students descended on the town of approximately 80,000 
inhabitants on a single weekend.18 Many likely arrived with images from the film still 
fresh in their minds, but those hoping for a Hollywood-style Spring Break experience 
would be disappointed.

The dramatic increase in student visitors caught the city by surprise. Unable to 
handle the crowds, beaches and bars had to close early, and the high ratio of men 
to women (ten to one), only exacerbated the situation.19 On March 27 1961 the 
students made their frustration known when a riot broke out. Police officers from 
six of the neighbouring towns were called in to deal with the outburst.20 Initially, the 
police reacted with caution. It was not until a beer bottle was broken over an officer’s 
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helmet that they began to take action, turning fire hoses on the crowd and subduing 
the riot. The following day the mayor asked the City Commission to initiate a curfew 
and close down the bars until after the Easter holiday.21 The plan backfired and stu-
dents once again displayed their displeasure; riots continued for another two nights.22 
At one point, a student from Minnesota climbed up onto a traffic light and hung 
himself by his knees as he sang the Star-Spangled Banner. Time magazine quoted an 
officer who witnessed the scene as saying: “I thought he was kind of funny there at 
first. But then he started acting like Napoleon, saying he demanded Jade Beach, he 
demanded the right to drink beer in the street, he demanded this and that.” This 
particular student was arrested and given a 70-day sentence for resisting arrest and 
inciting a riot. He was among 500 people arrested during three nights of rioting.23

Destruction of property, rowdy behavior, and riots have historically been a part 
of male student culture at North American universities, be it as a form of protest 
concerning on-campus issues such as quality of food, or related to yearly initiation 
rituals. At times this on-campus destruction spilled over to the local community cre-
ating town-gown tensions that administrators and student councils subsequently had 
to address.24 Spring Break resulted in the formation of a new site of student culture, 
with students on the one hand beyond the reach of administrators and the threat of 
expulsion and on the other hand more exposed to police action. In towns located 
far from students’ campus, dealing with Spring Break mayhem fell to local officials.

The 1961 riots triggered a debate among city officials over the benefits of welcom-
ing student visitors. Many felt that hosting the students gave the city a bad reputation 
and discouraged families from visiting. The debates resulted in attempts to regulate 
and structure future spring vacations in Fort Lauderdale, including the formation of 
a citizens’ planning committee tasked with finding ways to keep students occupied. 
The committee focused on funding wholesome nighttime activities, like concerts and 
athletic competitions, and set up welcome stations to register visiting students and 
distribute lists of places where they could stay.25

Despite the damage and grief the students caused they did offer a substantial source 
of revenue for the host city. Other Florida communities recognized that there was an 
opportunity to capitalize on the students’ frustration by getting into the lucrative, yet 
difficult, business of hosting Spring Break crowds. Consequently, a number of cities 
emerged to compete with Fort Lauderdale for their business. Chief among these was 
Daytona Beach, Florida. Hoping to capitalize on students’ disappointment with Fort 
Lauderdale, Daytona officials and businessmen launched an aggressive campaign to 
persuade students to visit their city.26 One of the main contributors to their campaign 
was motel owner Bud Asher.27 Keen to secure a new source of revenue, Asher spent 
the winter of 1961 driving to campuses across America informing students about 
Daytona’s benefits, which included free beer, free barbecues, and endless parties if they 
were to patronize his motel.28 In Georgia, where Asher was raised, he even promised 
students that if they were to visit Daytona he would pay for their gas.29 These efforts 
paid off and by 1963 over 65,000 students arrived during the spring.30

Neither Daytona nor Fort Lauderdale could escape the problems caused by unruly 
student behavior and as early as 1964 there were signs that Daytona was rethinking 
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its position on hosting spring vacations. That year the police chief sent a letter to 
universities and colleges warning them that students would be arrested if they broke 
any laws and explaining that students who had been arrested in the past regretted 
their actions once they discovered that the record of their arrest was permanent.31 In 
1967, Daytona Beach took a further step and banned alcohol consumption on the 
beach — an activity that had been one of the unique attractions of Daytona, as it had 
always been illegal in Fort Lauderdale.32 For its part, Fort Lauderdale experienced 
another significant riot in 1967, when students and police squared off in a battle 
to control access to the city’s main thoroughfare.33 During the riot students looted 
vegetable stands and delivery trucks. At one point stolen bottles of soda from a looted 
soft drink truck were thrown into the gathering crowd. As well, a bus was attacked; 
the windows were broken and the driver was harassed.34 Surprisingly, despite the con-
siderable amount of damage that was done, there were only a small number of serious 
injuries and the police made few arrests. Still, the violence reignited debates among 
city officials. It was in the aftermath of this riot that state attorney Roger H. Harper 
suggested that the students represented a “despicable class of tourists.... [that] con-
ducted themselves salaciously and lewdly and overtaxed the city’s courts and jails.”35

The riots and destructive behavior were not the only concerns that host popula-
tions and students struggled with during the 1960s. Anxieties about student behavior 
also focused on more private matters, particularly heterosexual activity — and were ex-
pressed by both local inhabitants and outsiders. While men far outnumbered women 
during Spring Break vacations in the 1950s and 1960s, the film Where the Boys Are 
depicted these places as sites of heterosexual pleasure and danger. Heterosexual cul-
ture was a prime feature of postwar campus life, reflected in any variety of activities, 
from dances, beauty pageants, and panty raids to sex education classes. Yet interac-
tion between men and women generally occurred within a supervised setting meant 
to ensure proper comportment and, in particular, the moral and sexual purity of 
female students.36 Off-campus culture challenged the values and ideals embraced by 
university administrators and may have presented greater opportunities for students 
to become involved in activities they would not otherwise have engaged in.

As a writer for the Harvard Crimson explained in 1964: “A notable feature of 
the Lauderdale or Daytona vacation, perhaps like any vacation, is the remarkable 
speeding-up of life. The steps in a relationship between a boy and girl are short-
ened considerably, and sex becomes an open and important concern.”37 This reality 
was frightening for some. When asked about the sexual antics of his motel guests, 
Bud Asher said that he tried to prevent “sexual immorality” by packing five or six 
students into each room in order to limit their privacy.38 (It is unclear, however, if 
Asher was truly concerned with the sexual morality of his guests or if he was con-
cerned about his bottom line, as he could presumably charge extra for each person). 
Furthermore, the ratio of men to women, which remained high throughout the 
1960s and 1970s, would have likely limited the number of potential sexual encoun-
ters.39 Nevertheless, there were those who seemed to be genuinely concerned about 
students’ sexual behavior and, perhaps as a result, both Daytona and Fort Lauderdale 
became popular spots for evangelicals during the break. Often the evangelicals were 
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students themselves. For example, in 1967, 500 members of the Campus Crusade 
for Christ carried out what they called “Operation Sunshine” which involved min-
gling with other students on the beach during the day while distributing pamphlets 
and informing them about services that were going to be held at night.40 Despite 
their enthusiasm, these students often met with ridicule from others who were not 
involved in such organizations.41

Regardless of the concerns expressed by the public and the attempts made by 
both Fort Lauderdale and Daytona to distance themselves from students, they re-
mained popular destinations well into the 1970s. In fact, the number of students 
visiting during the spring increased each year; by 1973, 300,000 students were ar-
riving in Daytona.42 Similarly, Fort Lauderdale launched reinvigorated campaigns to 
lure students to the city in 1973 and could boast 200,000 student visitors in 1976.43 
Although the number of students visiting the cities essentially quadrupled in the 
1970s, reports of unruly behavior decreased dramatically.

By the 1960s, then, Spring Break had become not only a cultural institution but 
also a battleground. Students arrived with heightened expectations for their spring 
vacation getaways and they sometimes turned violent when the reality of Spring 
Break failed to live up to its growing mythology. Host communities engaged in direct 
competition in order to secure as many youthful visitors as possible but also endeav-
oured to limit the impact of those visitors on their own quality of life. Amidst these 
tensions Daytona Beach emerged to challenge Fort Lauderdale’s place as the recog-
nized centre of Spring Break activities. In the decades that followed, Spring Break 
would again be transformed. The scope and scale of the Spring Break phenomenon 
was such that what had begun as a local initiative would soon be fully immersed 
in consumer capitalism. And as the corporate giants integrated themselves into this 
cultural phenomenon the patience of the host communities would again wear thin.

The Corporate Invasion of Spring Break and the Backlash Against Student 
Behavior

Although Spring Break continued to draw students to Florida throughout the 1970s, 
in the 1980s and 1990s it reached new heights of popularity and garnered more 
attention than ever before. Hundreds of thousands of students flocked to the state 
during the spring months to partake in the festivities on offer. However, along with 
the increasing number of students came a variety of big businesses and corporations, 
and the host cities, at least initially, were more than willing to cater to them as well. In 
Daytona, for example, reports from as early as 1979 indicate that the city was holding 
a number of exhibitions where companies displayed and promoted their products to 
the visiting students and recruited future employees.44 McDonald’s, for instance, was 
one of fifty companies sponsoring a display at College Expo ’79 in Daytona Beach. 
The corporation used the opportunity to collect information about student appetites 
and handed out pamphlets entitled “Join the Crew — Look What’s In It For You!”45 
Such exhibitions, dubbed Spring Fest, Spring Break Fest, and Expo America contin-
ued to be held well into the 1990s.46
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The corporations also brought their products directly to the party. Not surpris-
ingly, beer companies were among the most active on this front.47 For example, in 
1989 Coors Light sponsored a volleyball tournament offering a one thousand dollar 
prize to the victors.48 That same year, not to be outdone, Anheuser-Busch erected a 
two-story inflatable Budweiser six-pack on a beach in Daytona. The company also 
had its employees on hand to distribute free clothing branded with the Budweiser 
logo.49 The Miller Brewing Company also got in on the action, offering free break-
fasts for students and hiring airplanes to tow banners advertising its products.50

The advent of music television marked another important corporate interven-
tion. Other than perhaps the film Where the Boys Are nothing did more to popularize 
Spring Break than MTV’s specials that were broadcast live from Daytona Beach. The 
first special, which aired in 1985, allowed people from across the country to wit-
ness for themselves the Spring Break activities in Florida from the comfort of their 
own homes.51 By 1986 these specials reached a potential audience of over 28 million 
Americans.52 The programs showed youth dancing and kissing, and featured games 
in which women covered themselves in honey and then rolled around in feathers.53

The fun, however, would not last forever, and in 1993 the television station was 
not invited back.54 City officials began to feel as though the specials portrayed the 
city as something it was not, a year-round party destination. MTV had been air-
ing the specials throughout the year; some believed this was sending the message 
that the party never stopped in Daytona.55 Officials were hoping to present a more 
family-friendly image in an attempt to attract more tourists in the off-season and the 
repeated airings of these specials interfered with this initiative.56 While MTV was no 
longer welcomed in Daytona, this did not stop the music video channel from filming 
specials elsewhere; it moved its party to Palm Springs and, by the end of the decade, 
to Mexico.57

Daytona’s break with MTV was part of a larger crackdown on Spring Break fes-
tivities that was due in part to the fact that the dangerous aspects of Spring Break 
were starting to receive widespread attention.58 As the influx of students increased 
each spring, host cities sought out new ways to keep the crowds under control. For 
example, Jacksonville, Florida launched an $800,000 “Spring Break by Invitation 
Only” campaign that targeted students enrolled only in Ivy League universities in an 
attempt to demonstrate that the city was “looking for quality, not quantity.”59 Such 
attempts to revisit a golden age in which the crowds were manageable and affluent 
were in vain; by the 1980s Spring Break’s momentum in Florida could not be halted, 
much less reversed. In 1985 Fort Lauderdale welcomed a record number of students, 
almost 350,000. By 1991 Daytona Beach was in a similar position with an estimated 
400,000 students visiting.60

These more popular destinations would have to take different approaches in their 
attempts to control crowds. In 1986, for example, the Broward County Hotel and 
Motel Association in Fort Lauderdale introduced the Spring Break Code of Ethical 
Conduct.61 Businesses that chose to participate posted the code, which outlined lo-
cal laws and possible problems that might arise from noise and hotel parties.62 In an 
attempt to further deter unruly student behaviour and attract more families, Fort 
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Lauderdale also renovated the area where young crowds on Spring Break used to con-
gregate. Prior to the renovations the area had been known as “the Strip,” but after the 
renovations it was re-dubbed the “Beach Promenade.”63 Even school administrators 
were starting to crack down on unruly behavior that was often exhibited on Spring 
Break. At Notre Dame University, for example, the dean of students threatened to 
suspend students who participated in lewd and inappropriate acts during Spring 
Break.64

Excessive alcohol consumption by visiting students further exacerbated the prob-
lems and concerns of host cities. In the 1980s reports of death and injury from 
alcohol-related incidents that transpired during Spring Break became commonplace. 
In 1986, for example, in a number of separate and unrelated incidents six students 
were injured and five were killed after falling from hotel balconies.65 These tragedies 
underscored the dangers of binge drinking that frequently occurred during Spring 
Break. Although it was the responsibility of the students to police their own drink-
ing habits, critics pointed out that they were not entirely to blame for the excessive 
drinking that took place. Alcohol consumption was heavily promoted in the host 
cities through advertisements and drink specials. At some bars, bottles of beer were 
being sold for a quarter and draught was selling for as little as a nickel. Additionally, 
signs displayed in bar windows encouraged patrons to drink with slogans like, “Party 
‘Till You Puke.”66

Understandably, beer companies became a major target for citizens and officials 
who had had enough of the students’ unruly and dangerous behavior. Criticism 
came from all directions, from anti-alcohol groups to officials in the Federal Trade 
Commission. In response the beer companies toned down their advertising cam-
paigns and even launched new initiatives focused on responsible drinking that pitched 
slogans such as “Think When You Drink” and “Know When to Say When.”67 Such 
face-saving initiatives were not entirely successful.68 Even students themselves began 
to criticize the advertisements put out by some of the beer companies. The Miller 
Brewing Co., for example, found itself embroiled in controversy because of an ad-
vertisement printed in 55 college newspapers in February 1989.69 The advertisement 
consisted of a 16-page insert that included a list of Miller-sponsored events that 
were going to take place during Spring Break in Daytona Beach and on South Padre 
Island in Texas. It also boasted other, less traditional, lists including “4 Sure-Fire 
Ways to Scam Babes.” Students from many of the schools where the advertisement 
ran objected to what they viewed as sexist, objectifying material, and voiced their 
displeasure. The student government at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, for 
example, asked that the student body boycott Miller products until the advertise-
ment was pulled and the company apologized. The company quickly acceded to both 
demands.70 Despite the crackdown on Spring Break festivities by host cities in the 
early 1990s, the event itself continued to be popular and a number of destinations 
emerged as new hotspots. New businesses, like Girls Gone Wild, would capitalize on 
the continued popularity of Spring Break.71

The expansion and corporatization of Spring Break that occurred in the 1980s 
and 1990s provided stability for the phenomenon. Spring Break now had a number 
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of heavily vested interests. However, expansion led to regulation and corporatization 
led to criticism, as host communities began to fully realize the repercussions of enter-
taining college crowds. At one point in time Spring Break had seemed like a viable 
and lucrative economic strategy for Fort Lauderdale and Daytona, but as these cities 
would discover, it came at a price. As historian Hal Rothman argues, this is often a 
typical epiphany for many communities that rely on tourism. While tourism often 
brings about unexpected consequences for host communities, these communities are 
restructured to cater to visitors and as a result outside interests quickly weave their 
way in and siphon off local profits. The lifeblood of these communities becomes 
their identity as tourist destinations and they must work at sustaining this image.72 
This was certainly the case for Fort Lauderdale and Daytona, as it seems unlikely 
that they could have predicted the rate of expansion Spring Break would achieve or 
the ongoing tensions they would have to struggle with concerning the behaviour of 
student visitors.

Freaknik and Black College Reunion: Race and Rebellion

To watch Where the Boys Are today is to be struck by the all-pervading whiteness of 
the characters. While class divisions are apparent and gender tensions are prominent, 
the film is all but silent on the issue of race. And yet there are hints in the histori-
cal record to suggest that racial tensions have long been a part of the Spring Break 
phenomenon. In 1961, the very same year that representatives of a largely white and 
male student body rioted in Fort Lauderdale to express their frustration at early clos-
ing times and overcrowded beaches, a very different protest was underway.

The fight for racial equality, though likely far from the minds of most of the stu-
dents who were vacationing in Florida, was something that both Daytona and Fort 
Lauderdale were forced to address during the 1960s. With very few exceptions, the 
students who visited Fort Lauderdale and Daytona were white.73 This was, in part, 
due to the fact that the cities restricted African-Americans’ presence on local beaches. 
For example, in Daytona Beach there was a municipal ordinance in place until 1965 
that restricted African-Americans’ access to the beach.74 Fort Lauderdale, on the other 
hand, had segregated beaches at the beginning of the 1960s, with the beach desig-
nated for use by the African-American population offering no facilities and accessible 
only by ferry.75 In 1961 this segregation prompted the local NAACP president, Eula 
Johnson, and a group of African-American students to initiate a number of “wade-
ins” — a beach-centred variation on the “sit-in.” Johnson was sued for her role in the 
wade-ins. However, a federal court eventually ruled in her favor and against the city’s 
discriminatory segregation policy. As a result, in 1965, the city built a bridge to the 
African-American beach.76

Despite the advancements of the civil rights movement and the integration of 
colleges and universities across the United States, and while beaches in both areas 
were being desegregated in the 1970s, the practice of travelling to places like Daytona 
and Fort Lauderdale for spring vacation remained almost an exclusively white phe-
nomenon well into the 1980s. However, with the expansion of the Spring Break 
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phenomenon in the 1980s and 1990s a number of alternative breaks emerged to 
cater to the marginalized and often over-looked African-American segment of the 
student population. The two principal alternatives to materialize during this period 
were Freaknik and the Black College Reunion. The controversies surrounding the 
development of these alternatives highlight the extent to which Spring Break was not 
only structured by class and gender relations but by race relations as well.

While the traditional Spring Break was centered in Florida, Freaknik emerged in 
Atlanta, Georgia in the 1980s. Although it shared some similarities with the estab-
lished Spring Breaks, Atlanta’s “Freaknik” Spring Break was quite different: it was 
attended predominantly by African-American students and the festivities took place 
in parks and on streets rather than on the beach.77 It all began for Atlanta in 1983 
when a picnic was held for the city’s college students who could not afford to travel 
during their Spring Break. Initially it was a small gathering; about fifty people showed 
up the first year. However, the picnic eventually evolved into a three-day event known 
as Freaknik, and began to attract more students each year.78 In 1994 over 200,000 
students attended.79

Despite its humble and tame origins, the event quickly became embroiled in con-
troversy with racial tensions being paramount. In 1994 the managers of the Marriott 
Marquis circulated an internal memo indicating that they would refuse to rent rooms 
to Freaknik participants. When the memo was leaked to the public the hotel quickly 
apologized and released a statement declaring that it would not “discriminate against 
any group, regardless of race, age or other distinction.”80 Regardless of the attempts 
to brush off the incident the tempers of many African-American residents were in-
flamed. One city councilwoman highlighted the symbolic significance of the contro-
versy: “These kids are the black cream of the crop, and if they are not treated well, 
there is little hope for the rest of us.”81

Complaints about Freaknik existed from its advent; many of the residents who 
lived in the vicinity of where the events took place voiced their discontent about the 
noise and the traffic. In 1995 these complaints prompted the mayor, Bill Campbell, 
to attempt to rein in the celebrations.82 In an attempt to control the scale of the 
gathering, for by now it was an event that attracted students from across the coun-
try, Campbell convinced “the presidents of the six historically black colleges of the 
Atlanta University Center” to write to “the presidents of other historically black 
campuses” asking them to “discourage their students’ participation.”83 The city also 
refused to issue permits to facilities that were supposed to host the entertainment 
for the celebration.84 While fewer students attended in 1995, the result was far from 
acceptable for city officials. With fewer organized activities available, the students 
took the party to the streets and, according to Campbell, visiting students and local 
residents engaged in widespread looting.85 Over 2,000 crimes were reported ranging 
from indecent exposure to rape.86

Residents and media associated crime and sexual misbehavior with Freaknik 
from its inception, and this association was not totally without merit. Indeed, for 
the men who attended Freaknik one of the essential supplies for the festivities was 
a video camera.87 The cameras were used to film women as they performed lewd 
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and suggestive acts. In an article published in Essence, a popular magazine among 
African American women, writer Kenji Jasper described a scene he witnessed during 
Freaknik in 1995. According to Jasper, he saw a woman standing on top of a car sur-
rounded by a group of young men who were waving money in the air and shouting 
“Take it Off!” Encouraged by the shouting, the young woman began to strip naked 
and, as she was doing so, collected the money that was being thrown at her. Once 
she had stripped naked she put her clothes back on and attempted to get into her 
car. However, she was unable to as the mob rushed her, smashed her windshield, and 
then groped her.88

In spite of the controversy and complaints that followed each year after Freaknik, 
the city of Atlanta seemingly had a change of heart in 1997. That year the city cre-
ated a committee to organize and schedule events for the students.89 The initiative 
may well have been encouraged by the fact that it was an election year; Mayor Bill 
Campbell, seeking reelection, hoped to appeal to the African-American constitu-
ency.90 But it was clearly an attempt to recalibrate Freaknik in a way that facilitated 
and ensured civic control over participants’ activities. These efforts were in vain, how-
ever, as very few of the Freaknik participants attended any of the scheduled events. 
Instead, the students preferred to keep the party in the streets, resulting in major 
traffic jams, and, as historian Krista Thompson explains, one clear legacy of the 1995 
crackdown on Freaknik was an intensification of the racialized conflict over urban 
space in Atlanta.91 “In the face of authoritarian controls,” Thompson argues, “the 
rights of blacks to occupy the city’s streets at Freaknic became a central preoccupa-
tion of many student and local participants.”92 In the late 1990s the event continued 
to be plagued by tension and violence. In 1998, for example, over 481 people were 
arrested.93 Serious incidents of crime were reported that year as well, including four 
rapes, six sexual assaults, and four shootings.94

Such actions led to another crackdown by the city. In 1999 fewer students showed 
up for the event. Nevertheless, there were still over 350 arrests and over 400 cars 
towed. However, Atlanta’s unwelcoming attitude finally led students to choose other 
destinations and this essentially marked the end of Freaknik as a coherent entity as 
practically no one showed up in the year 2000.95 Freaknik continues to occupy a 
special place in the minds of those who attended and witnessed it.96 It was, after all, 
an event created by African-Americans for African-American, in reaction to the racial 
and class barriers that were an often unacknowledged part of the traditional Spring 
Break phenonenon.

Although it was perhaps the most popular, Atlanta was not the only destination 
for African-American college students during Spring Break. In fact, Daytona Beach 
had become a popular destination in the 1980s after African-American students and 
alumni from the schools in the area hosted a weekend called Black College Reunion 
there during Spring Break in 1984, an annual event that continues today.97 Like 
Freaknik, Black College Reunion has faced its share of controversy. Concerns about 
the weekend peaked following an evening in 1998, when an African-American man 
who was attending the event shot into a crowded street wounding two bystanders and 
then four police officers who responded to the initial shots. The incident resulted in 
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petitions demanding that the Daytona city council ban the event. The city responded 
by drafting a plan to close down the bridges that connected Daytona Beach to the 
mainland. During the weekend of the Black College Reunion city police were only 
planning to allow residents and visitors with hotel reservations to cross in private 
cars, and a shuttle was to be provided to transport others. This initiative was never 
realized as the NAACP took the city to court arguing that the plan was unjust as the 
travel restrictions were only to be implemented during the weekend of the Reunion 
and not for any other event such as Bike Week or the Daytona 500, both of which 
attracted larger crowds.98

The following year, in 1999, there was a similar controversy. As in previous years, 
restaurants and stores changed their business hours, payment options and other regu-
lations, specifically for the event. At many hotels students were required to wear 
wristbands, to identify that they were indeed paying customers, and were forced to 
read and sign statements acknowledging hotel rules and regulations. Five African-
American students filed a lawsuit against the Adams Mark Hotel claiming that they 
were denied hotel services such as housekeeping and valet parking while the white 
visitors to the hotel were not.99

Despite the controversies, the Black College Reunion signified a shift in Spring 
Break’s history from a primarily white phenomenon to a more multiethnic pursuit. 
Now African-American students were engaging in the same behaviors as white stu-
dents in the same place, at the same time. Moreover, the racial tensions, public con-
troversies, and the battles over public space and civil rights that infused both Freaknik 
and the Black College Reunion speak to the ongoing political significance of the 
Spring Break phenomenon — a dynamic that was visible at least as early as 1961 
when Eula Johnson and her colleagues organized the Fort Lauderdale “wade-ins.”

Conclusion: Reflections on Contemporary and Historical Spring Breaks

While Freaknik and Black College Reunion were laden with controversy and racial 
tensions, other, less contentious, alternative Spring Breaks emerged. In the 1990s or-
ganizations that offered volunteer opportunities during Spring Break were becoming 
increasingly popular. Some of these organizations, like the YMCA, had been offering 
students the chance to spend their breaks volunteering for more than a decade, but 
the trend really took off in the 1990s with the establishment of a number of organiza-
tions that catered specifically to students.100 By the end of the decade almost 30,000 
students were opting to spend their breaks volunteering.101

One of the organizations that sought out these students was Habitat for Humanity. 
In 1989 it created a new organizational branch called Collegiate Challenge, making 
it possible for teams of students to join together with local Habitat for Humanity af-
filiates and spend a week building homes for the less fortunate.102 In 1990 a thousand 
students took part in the challenge.103 Eleven years later the number had swelled to 
9,500 students participating in 175 communities around the United States.104 One 
of these communities was Fort Lauderdale, where the Spring Break phenomenon had 
begun. However, instead of spending their days lounging on the beach or drinking 
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in the city’s bars, the students who arrived with Collegiate Challenge spent their days 
framing houses and pounding nails.105

A similar initiative, Break Away, was created in 1991 by two Vanderbilt University 
students. In addition to building homes for the less fortunate, it offered students the 
chance to participate in a number of activities including registering voters and help-
ing out in homeless shelters. Students involved with the program often took part in 
training sessions where issues such as AIDS, homelessness, and domestic violence 
were discussed.106 In addition to participating in the sessions students were some-
times asked to pay a small fee, or pay for their room and board during the time they 
spent with the organization.107 Although these programs represented a serious time 
commitment, and often a financial commitment as well, some pointed out that their 
programs were perhaps not always embraced through purely altruistic motives. In ad-
dition to the satisfaction the students received from knowing that they were helping 
others, they sometimes received credit from their schools and could use the experi-
ence as a way to impress graduate schools and future employers.108

Together with Freaknik and Black College Reunion, Habitat for Humanity and 
Break Away challenged established notions about Spring Break. But at the same time 
students who partook in these activities were also following precedents established 
early on in the twentieth century when students used Spring Break as an opportunity 
to break away from the conservative culture of their campuses. Like their predecessors 
the students who took part in these alternative breaks were, in different ways, chal-
lenging authority and asserting their desire to pursue their own aims and interests.

Students’ struggle to dictate their own behaviors is one of the central themes that 
has prevailed throughout Spring Break’s history. Every student on Spring Break had 
their own unique set of goals and motivations. But whether they hoped to change 
discriminatory laws, spread the word of Jesus, or simply just party and have a good 
time, students arrived to find that there were barriers in place that could prevent 
them from realizing these goals. Students would have to negotiate with the pre-exist-
ing rules and regulations of the host communities as well as among themselves if they 
wanted to ensure a successful trip. Like the students on vacation, host communities 
also struggled to control their Spring Break experiences. As Spring Break expanded 
so too did the problems and anxieties that went along with it and local authori-
ties attempted to regulate and control student behavior as tensions between visiting 
students and host communities became a central theme of Spring Break during the 
post-war period. By the 1960s students and host communities were engaged in an 
uneasy relationship. At certain points students found themselves catered to, and their 
outrageous and unruly behavior overlooked. At other points, however, they were met 
with resistance, harsh judgment, and attempts to stifle their fun. Host communi-
ties, like Fort Lauderdale and Daytona Beach, came to realize that their pursuit of 
youthful consumers came at a price. Like so many other tourist destinations they 
would find themselves becoming identified and defined by their visitors, and many 
of their attempts to distance themselves from students would be unsuccessful. By 
the 1980s and 1990s host communities were not the only ones wishing to distance 
themselves from the salacious and sensational images and behaviors associated with 
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Spring Break. For a growing number of students during this period the mention of 
Spring Break did not necessarily conjure up images of lounging and partying on a 
beach in Florida. Indeed, an increasing number of students began opting for a more 
non-traditional break. Although these breaks varied in what they offered, they all 
challenged traditional and popular images of Spring Break.

Today Spring Break is an industry; travel firms, cities, production companies, 
advertisers and many other entities exploit and capitalize on its popularity. However, 
this was not always the case. Spring Break was a significant phenomenon before it 
caught the eye of Corporate America. It began organically among students and it 
represented a release from the conservative nature of campuses in the postwar period. 
In time, however, as a result of being co-opted by a number of parties, Spring Break 
became associated with the stereotypical notions of the excess and carelessness of 
youth. Nevertheless, in recent decades some students have used Spring Break to break 
away from those stereotyped notions of student life, using the break to contribute 
to community and global outreach programs. Spring Break’s development appears 
to be structured by a dynamic that pits established authorities, such as university ad-
ministrators and corporate giants, against a complex youth culture that is sometimes 
compliant and accepting and sometimes rebellious, innovative and self-confidant.

Spring Break was and is an occasion where student culture, which is typically 
limited to campus and surrounding areas, is played out off-campus for the rest of 
society to see. It has become a public spectacle, reported on and documented by the 
media. Consequently, and regardless of how partial a depiction it may be, Spring 
Break has shaped public, and even students’, conceptions about what it means to 
be a university or college student. For that reason alone it is deserving of histori-
cal analysis. But Spring Break was also (and is also) an important economic, social 
and cultural phenomenon that marked the intersection of youth culture and North 
America’s burgeoning tourism industry, that reflected and shaped racial tensions and 
gender ideals, and that served as a profitable but contested site for commercialism. 
Many of these themes along with many other aspects of Spring Break’s history de-
serve greater attention. And specific local and regional studies are required to provide 
more detailed examinations of the complex ways in which students and host com-
munities experienced this phenomenon. This article, we hope, provides some of the 
groundwork necessary to encourage and facilitate such studies.
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