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Introduction

An Island Love Story


I first rolled into Key West at Christmas, 1999, along with my brother and sister-in-law. I’d never been to the island before but knew of its reputation, of course, as a tropical paradise. It was a feat to get to in those days. There were no direct flights, and you had to chart the path from Miami by plane or car. We chose to ramble down Overseas Highway. After more than three hours, we truly had the feeling that we’d reached a rock at the end of the world.


That Christmas we happily did what tourists in Key West do. We ate and drank ourselves senseless at the popular watering holes. We spent days on a catamaran sailing out over crystal blue water into the blazing horizon. We forgot all about looming work deadlines and failed to read the books we’d brought along. Instead, we communed with the vagabonds and fortune tellers at Mallory Square. Took the Conch Train. Visited Tennessee Williams and Hemingway. But mostly we just soaked up the atmosphere.


It’s impossible to be in Key West for even a day and not realize it’s like nowhere else. It’s not just that it’s laid-back, though it’s that in spades. There’s no advantage to putting on airs in Key West. Or to dropping names. It’s truly the last egalitarian society—it really doesn’t matter who you are. Not to mention it celebrates eccentricity with enthusiasm. You could sashay down Duval in your slippers and nighty, if it struck your fancy, and receive compliments. It’s nothing short of liberating.


That Christmas turned out to be one of the most memorable that any of us had ever spent. And there was a subsequent irony. Little did I know that a few years later I would marry a flyfishing captain with a passion for hunting down trophy fish in Keys waters. As a result, for several months each year, Key West would become my home. But I could never have predicted that I would fall in love with its storied past, learning of its wreckers, shrimpers, writers, and revolutionaries. It has become a part of my DNA.


These days it’s hard for me to go to a restaurant like La Te Da and not imagine the dashing poet-revolutionary José Martí on the balcony, rousing his fellow Cubans against Spanish domination. Or to walk into Sloppy Joe’s and not see journalist Martha Gellhorn perched on a bar stool, waiting to get her mitts on Hemingway. Key West is not just a retreat and a winter home. It’s a kind of living storybook in which each day brings past and present pleasures and surprises. It’s a joy to share the island with you in Key West: Paradise Found, with the photos of Missy Janes to give the stories shape and color.


Ellen T. White
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I

The Making of Paradise

When the late, great Jimmy Buffett first stepped onto Key West in 1971, according to legend, he was a long-haired musician, three years beyond a first album that no one remembered. His weekend in the island paradise was essentially an accident. Booked into a gig in Coconut Grove, Buffett had mixed up his dates and arrived two weeks early. To kill time, he and a fellow musician bar-hopped their way down Overseas Highway and landed in Key West. On arrival the duo headed to Mallory Square where crowds gathered each night to catch the elusive “green flash” as the sun dipped below the horizon line.

Buffett was taken with the sideshow at Mallory Square—barefoot musicians, tropical food vendors, and “old rummies” who blew on conch shells, ushering in the sunset. That night, in a time-honored tradition, Buffett and company “crawled” through the bars on Duval Street, where they were embraced by the tribe of local writers. Sleepless, Buffett ended up at the cemetery at dawn, communing with the ever-present ghosts of Key West. Buffett flew back to Miami a changed man. He claimed he had found home.

“It was completely virgin territory,” he told a journalist, decades later. “Incredible characters, great bars. A different form of life, almost. It was still a wide-open town, where artists, straights, gays, shrimpers, sailors, criminals, and politicians all frequented the same bars.” Buffett saved his paycheck and returned to Key West and played at local bars—notably the Chart Room—for free drinks. Ultimately, of course, he would write the hit song “Margaritaville,” which summed up the Key West experience.

Many since have heeded Buffett’s siren call, aiming to be “a free man (or woman) in paradise” for a weekend, a month, a season—even a lifetime. And while thrill-seekers no longer find Buffett, they still revel in the come-as-you-are town that Key West has always been, where “live and let live” could be its motto, though “One Human Family” is the official line. Since its earliest days, Key West has shown its knack for reinvention, surviving hurricanes, fires, world wars, real estate development, and economic catastrophe on an epic scale. Through it all, Key West has never lost the mystery and romance that come with the territory.


[image: fig_2_1.jpg]
Among Friends: The late sculptor Seward Johnson appeared to take Key West’s motto—“One Human Family”—to heart when he created New Friends in 2007. The sculpture of seven life-size figures has greeted visitors at various hotspots throughout Key West, the Southernmost Point and the Key West International Airport among them. Wherever it stands, the sculpture’s remarkable presence has always said, “Whoever you are, you are welcome here.”  MISSY JANES





Splendid Isolation


If Key West were not a good distance from civilization, the fabled Southernmost Point of the continental United States, it might have become just another humdrum tourist destination. It’s surprising when you look at a map. It’s the last island in a chain that swings out like a cat’s tail to the west below Florida, reaching deep into the Gulf of Mexico. It’s only 90 miles from Cuba, with which it shares kinship and history, and 130 miles from Miami, which wasn’t even settled when Key West thrived.

Some say indigenous tribes—the Calusa and the Tequesta, namely—used Key West as a burial ground long before the Spanish land grab of the 1500s. This may be why the Spanish called it Bone Island, or Cayo Hueso, later anglicized to Key West. The fabled bones might also have been the remains of sailors whose ships had foundered on the treacherous reefs of the Florida Straits—a frequent occurrence back in the days before reliable charts and markers. Or not. Could be there were no bones at all.

It’s a point of fact, though, that sailors dealt with headwinds, seasonal hurricanes, shallow waters, shoals, and tricky currents through the Florida Straits. And sometimes died there, their schooners sinking in fast water. Yet the Straits, with its powerful Gulf Stream, was the swiftest route for ships carrying cargo from the Gulf up the U.S. coastline.

Bahamians salvaged cargo from shipwrecks. “Privateers” also did for sponsor countries, such as Spain, and made a handsome living at it. Then there were pirates, who seized cargo, terrorizing their victims as a warning to others. The Caribbean was riddled with pirates when the U.S. bought Florida from the Spanish in 1819 for $2 million (the price of a decent house in Key West today). The U.S. Navy’s Mosquito Fleet successfully rousted them out.
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What John W. Simonton, an entrepreneur from Alabama, saw on a stopover in Key West in 1822 was that wrecking could be big business on a global scale. Key West, perched on the Straits due north, stood to benefit from ships that foundered—as many as one a week, if the wreckers were lucky. That same year, Simonton bought Key West from a Spanish grandee for a mere $2,000. The grandee sold it twice more in what was perhaps Florida’s first recorded real estate scam.

A few months after Simonton laid his claim, Lieutenant Matthew Perry showed up and raised the American flag to claim Key West and established the first Navy presence. He called it Thompson Island after the U.S. Navy Secretary. The name didn’t take. Key West it was, going forward.




A Wrecker’s Playground

We’re getting to the “wreckers,” gentlemen of the salvaging business, though many would dispute the characterization. They were licensed by 1828 and honor-bound to rescue shipwrecked crew and cut a fair deal for the profits on the cargo, or face a judge in Key West’s Federal Wreckers Court. The first wrecker to sidle up to a sinking ship struck a deal with the captain to split the profits—that is, provided the loot could be saved before it sank to the bottom.


[image: fig_4_1.jpg]
A Wrecker’s Town: The Wreckers, a sculpture by Miami artist James Mastin, is the crowning centerpiece of the Memorial Sculpture Garden near Mallory Square, which recognizes Key West’s pioneering men and women. Wreckers salvaged cargo from sinking ships that had foundered on the reefs of the Florida Straits between Key West and Cuba, an important shipping lane. But unlike pirates, their close cousins, wreckers saved the lives of passengers, even when there was no financial incentive. The sculpture shows a young girl clinging to a wrecker’s back, while another salvager hauls cargo. The first salvager to reach a sinking ship was designated the Master Wrecker who reaped the lion’s share of the profits on a salvaging operation.  MISSY JANES



“I expected to see a parcel of low, dirty, pirate-looking craft, officered and manned by a set of black-whiskered fellows, who carried murder in their very looks,” wrote a traveling doctor of stepping aboard a wrecking vessel. But he found “fine, large schooners” in “first rate order” whose captains were “good humored sons of Neptune.” Key West visitors will see the names of some of the notable wreckers around town—Geiger, Curry, Roberts, among them. They say the lookout tower at the Shipwreck Museum on a clear day will take you back there in time.

Not that there weren’t bad apples among the bunch. The infamous John Jacob Housman—a New Yorker—was their poster boy. Famously, he stole his daddy’s schooner and headed to Key West in hopes of gaming the wrecking system. He routinely swindled the unsuspecting but finally met his just deserts while working a wreck. Housman fell and was crushed between two vessels.

As Simonton had noted, Key West had a fine, deep-water port, protected from winds, where ships could lay up indefinitely. That magnifi-cent harbor accommodates the deep-water draw of cruise ships today. But Simonton and his partners (John Whitehead, John Fleming, and Pardon Greene) smartly banked on its becoming a port of entry for U.S. Customs. They wasted no time in building the warehouses to accommodate the haul. An Egyptian mummy, the fossilized bones of a prehistoric sea monster, a railroad locomotive, and a herd of cavalry horses were among the more exotic cargo later recorded; more typically, it was cotton, Cuban coffee and sugar, wood, silver, and tobacco.

The call of “Wreck Ashore!” threw the town into action. Within a decade, as much as a staggering 90 percent of all imports and exports through territorial Florida were processed through Key West, with wrecking accounting for a good portion of this. The island’s residents—wreckers, shipbuilders, lawyers, insurers, and chandlers, among them—would become among the wealthiest per capita in the country. Their grand houses were furnished in style with the spoils. The island’s Oldest House on Duval is one of the few that survive.

Like the Gold Rush, Key West drew adventurers from the corners of the world. A visitor in 1831 described the town as it grew from a Navy installation into a commercial juggernaut, teeming with “persons from almost every country and speaking almost every variety of language.” They brought with them “habits, manners, views and feelings, formed in different schools and in many instances totally contradictory.”

Not surprisingly, Key West had a reputation for open-mindedness, the live-and-let-live attitude that survives today. European immigrants also benefited from the relatively progressive climate of the island, where nearly half the white citizens were foreign born. True, there were slaves, pre-Civil War; Fort Zachary Taylor was built on the backs of free labor. But nearly 20 percent of Florida’s free blacks also lived there, although Key West had just two percent of the state’s population.




Seizing the Day: A Union Town

Still, Key West was a southern town, with sympathies that aligned with the state of Florida—decidedly pro-slavery. For most Floridians, Abraham Lincoln’s 1860 election was a catastrophe, “the beginning of the end,” in the words of one newspaper. The governor called a convention to sort things out. On the morning of January 10, 1861, the gathered delegates voted 62 to 7 to secede from the Union. The news reached Key West two days later, internet connections not being what they are today.

Queasy with anxiety, Captain John Brannan, the ranking U.S. Army officer at Key West, repeatedly petitioned Washington for orders. On January 13, he could wait no longer. Shortly past midnight, he secreted his troops out of their barracks on the northeastern side of Key West. “In the dead of night,” according to one soldier, he led his ragtag group of 42 men “by a route avoiding the town” to Fort Zachary Taylor, which still
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The U.S. Navy presence has ebbed and flowed in Key West since 1823 and played a role in virtually all its conflicts, beginning with piracy, which Commodore David Porter eliminated with his Mosquito Fleet. During the Civil War, the Navy base kept Key West in Union hands, interdicting blockade runners to Confederate shores. The Navy suppressed slave shipping, illegal after 1808, and enforced customs law. In 1898 the U.S.S. Maine was sent from Key West to Havana, in response to tensions between Cuba and Spain, which gave rise to the Spanish-American War. During World War II, the Key West Navy base was used as a station for destroyers, submarines, surface patrol craft, and patrol seaplanes. Critical to the U.S. during the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1961, the Navy base was the closest U.S. military installation to Cuba. MISSY JANES



stands on the western shore. They met up with a small platoon of engineers and laborers that had agreed to help. Together they took the fort, still unfinished, and prepared to wait it out, barricaded in with provisions and water.

When Key Westers awoke, surprise!, they did so in a Union town—in fact, the only one south of the Mason-Dixon line. This didn’t sit well with the majority. Many Key Westers left to serve the rebels—former Florida Senator Stephen Mallory, whose name you’ll recognize, became the Confederacy’s navy secretary.

From the Union point of view, capturing Key West was a strategic coup. All that made Key West a wrecker’s town now served the Union at war. The Union army blockaded ships carrying supplies through the Straits and confiscated their cargo. The so-called Anaconda Plan starved out the South, effectively helping to win the war.
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