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.. t"t BOOK REVIEW

Leatherma n, S. P., 1998. America's Best Beaches. Mia mi: SP
Lea therman , 112p. Paper , $17.95. ISBN 0-9663451-0-X.

Americau Beast Beaches probabl y is not what most readers
would expect from th e t itl e. I kn ow that when I received th e
book for rev iew I wa s not sure what it migh t be abo ut, bu t I
must admit that I did have some preconceived not ions. A
qui ck gla nce through th e book showed lots of color pict ures
of beaches per se a nd beach scenes or beachsea pes from
a round th e USA. That mu ch I expected, plus some indication
of how America's best beaches were rated , classi fied, or ca t­
egorize d. Thi s information was th ere in a gen eral se nse, a l­
th ough somewhat scattered abou t the pages.

According to the preface, th e book is based on evalua t ion
of the 650 majo r publi c recreati onal beaches in the United
St a tes. The a uthor developed fifty criteria by which the
beaches a re evaluate d in an attempt to quantify the elus ive
"quality" factor. Th e cri te ria are br oken down into three
groups viz. physical fact ors, biological factors , a nd hu ma n use
a nd impacts . Each category wit hin th e three groups is ra ted
on a numeri cal scale from one to five. The numbers are rel­
a t ive a nd qualitat ively iden tified , depending on th e category,
by compa ra ti ve terms such as few to man y, large to lit tl e,
st rong to weak , common to non e, obst ructed to un obstructed,
and so on. Th e sample "Beach Rating Questionn aire," repro­
du ced at th e end of th e book, gives th e reader a n opportunity
to peruse th e various criteri a . With th e beach rati ng form in
hand , readers could rat e beaches on th eir own. Lack of qu an ­
tified units or discriminating criteria makes th e ra t ing sys­
tem rath er subjecti ve. Th e author's experience in rati ng
Ameri ca 's beaches for th e past ten years provides a decad e of
continuity but may leave a wide berth for interpreta tion by
ot her individuals , however. For th ose who are interested in
the developm ent, applica t ion , and eva lua tion of the beach
rat ing criter ia , th e au thor has publish ed a more detail ed and
informative pa per in the Journ al of Coasta l R esearch (Lea th­
erma n, 1997 ), Leather ma n's techni cal communication in t he
J CR was designed to st imula te useful discussions about
beach qual ity, a part icularly difficult subject a rea t hat is
plagued by indi vidu al perceptions and preferen ces. Perhap s
a good exa mple of the subjec t ive component is personal pref­
erences for certa in colors of beach sand. Wh ite sands are pre­
ferred over all ot her colors by most beachgoers. Th e suga r­
white beaches of the Florid a panha ndle are th e most highly
pr ized of all beach-san d colors a nd preferred by most tour ist s
as t hey ra te them more aest heti ca lly pleasing than pink or
gray sa nds . Such preferen ces a re difficult to quan tify as th ere
a re gra dations from pu re white sands to tan or gray-colored
sa nds, not to men tion ind ividu al reactions to beaches with
gre en , red, or black sa nds .

With in geograp hical regions Ie.!? t he north east (Ma ine,

New Hampsh ire, Massac husetts , Rhode Island , Connec t icut,
New York, New J ersey, Delaw are, Maryland , Virginia ), th e
sout heas t (Nort h Ca rolina, Sout h Ca rolina, Georgia, Florida ),
the Gulf coast (Florida, Alaba ma , Mississip pi, Louisian a,
Texas ), th e southwest (Ca liforn ia) , th e nort hwest (Ca liforn ia,
Oregon, Washi ngton ), a nd th e Haw aiian Islands I, the aut hor
rates beaches in terms of categories such as best surfing
beach , best overa ll beach , best novelty beach , best sports
beach , best city beach , best swimming beach , best walking
beach , and best wilderness beach. Clea rly, each sta te may not
have all categories of "best beach" a nd th ere may be some
categor ies not yet ident ified viz., best nude beach , best ser­
vice beach (cockta ils a nyone v), best family beach , best singles
beach , best pet beach (horse s a nd dogs love to run and swim,
too ), best beach for kids, best up scale beach , best surf-fishing
beach , best shell-hunt ing beach, best driftwood beach , best
picnic bea ch (food a nd drink is not allowed on man y publi c
beaches ), and so on. Th e list could be expanded and maybe
not all of th ese kind s of beaches exis t in the USA and so we
better limi t Stephen Leatherm an to the USA and sa ve rat­
ings from else whe re for others. Th e book provides ra t ings for
cont inenta l bea ches a nd Hawaii but what hap pen ed to Alas­
ka , Pu erto Rico (a commonwea lt h of the United States ), and
Gua m (a protect orate)'? It see ms like th e author has some
more t ravelling to do in order to fai rly cover all of America's
public beach es. Alas! It 's tough job , but someone has to do it.
I only wish I were the one who t hou ght up th is scheme. It 's
a difficult avocation to beat and it's even harder to believe
tha t someone can actua lly get paid for doing th is kind of
work. To some extent we all must be a little envious of St e­
phen Leatherman for hav ing th e foresight to plan fully paid ,
work ing, fami ly vacations. Thi s might be an idea whose time
has come but I think th at Stephen got th e ju mp on the rest
of us. Alas!

The book is handsomely produ ced wit h lots of great color
pictures of beaches and related scenes. Th e photographs (ae r­
ia ls, obliques, and sce nic ground shots) are crisp and clear,
a nd some tak e up a full page. Eac h photograph is accompa­
nied by a caption but the ph otos are usu ally not specifically
keyed to th e text. Info rmative stories , an ecdotes, and tidb its
of inform ation flood the pages where there are no photo­
gr a phs . For exa mple, if you want to know about the capita l
of the "Redneck Riviera" (Pana ma City Beach ), "the finest ,
whitest sa nd in th e world " (Cresce nt Beach-Siesta Key,
Florida ), th e "Golden Isles of Georgia " (Sea Islan ds), "Was h­
ington's sa ndbox" (Ocea n City , Maryland ), Ca pe May "dia­
monds" (qua rtz pebbl es on th e beach ), th e "Gra veya rd of th e
Pacific" (Ca pe Disappointment, Oregon ), where th e classic
movie "South Pacific" was filmed (Han alei Bay, Kau ai , Ha­
wa ii), th e beach where "Bay Watch" (t he most popula r TV
se ries in th e world ) is filmed (Sa nta Monica Beach, Califor-
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nia ), this is the place to come for inform ation . Because there
is no ind ex, one would hav e been helpful , th e reader is forced
to peel through page after page of pictures and text. Not
knowing exactly what I was lookin g for, however , proved to
be a pleasant experience findin g choice bit s of inform ation
along th e way.

Although the book is handsomely produced , clea rly laid out
in form at, and easy to work with in the long -page sideways
layout, my copy is already falling a pa rt at th e binding. Per­
haps I have been over zeal ous in my review, flippin g pages
back and forth , but th e cover seems, to me, to be insecurely
attached to th e rest of th e book. Th e cover pages a re se pa­
rating from th e body text as the re does not see m to hav e been
enough glue placed along th e binding. Th e book is self-pub­
lish ed by th e author and lack s some of th e usual bibliographic
and publi sh er information found on fronti ce pag es of most
books. Thi s does not detract from th e book it self but mak es
it somewhat cumbersome to include in proper bibliographic
citations . But th at may not be a real probl em as th e book is
apparently int end ed for general consumption by beachgoers ,
holiday mak er s and vacationers. I wond er about distribution
and wheth er th e book will reach th e wide a udience it de-

serves and which was intended. Although coasta l researchers
will find th e book interesting, it reall y needs distribution in
novelty, cur io, a nd gift shops along boardw alks and other out­
let s near publi c beaches.

Th e a uthor is to be commend ed for his first a ttempt at
producing a popul ar book about beaches. Subsequent edit ions
of America's Best Beaches will no doubt address some of th e
shortcomings noted here. Overall , th e book is worth purchas­
ing at th e modest price of $17.95 . I, for one, am going to buy
se veral copies as gifts for people living on or nea r some of th e
beaches that a re mentioned in th e book. The book is a nice
conve rsa t ion piece and takes us a step close r to gett ing th e
publi c interest ed in beaches and coas tal environ mental qual­
ity. I recomm end thi s book as a relaxing and fun experience,
lest some of us take our work too serious ly.
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