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This map shows some of the often visited sites, as well as some that are off the beaten path. The book also covers 35 more sites, with addresses listed in the text.
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Truman and Whitehead (SW side)
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Truman Ave. and Windsor Lane
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Corner of Duval and Petronia Streets
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Wall and Tift Streets (N side Wall)
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W side of Duval between Eaton and Caroline
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On point at foot of Southard Street
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S. Roosevelt Blvd. between two branches of Feraldo Court
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Beach side of White Street and Atlantic Blvd.
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Higgs Beach just E of West Martello Tower, at White Street and Atlantic Blvd.
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1/2 block E of Simonton Street, on S side of Louisa
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Corner Virginia and José Martí Streets, in corner of park
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At the corner where Passover Lane joins Margaret Street, in the cemetery
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NE corner of Margaret and Caroline Streets
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Moored at foot of Southard Street, just N of entrance to Ft. Zachary Taylor Park


[image: image] Truman White House


Entrance from Caroline and Front Streets
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End of Government Road (off Flagler) just N of Key West Airport
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Beach side of corner White Street and Atlantic Blvd.





Introduction



In recent decades, Key West, Florida, has flourished as a tourist destination. More than a million visitors arrive annually by cruise ship, airplane, ferry, tour bus, and automobile. The modern attractions of the small city reflect its rich history. The overlay of commercial attractions, unique architecture, free spirit, and historic sites make the city a one-of-a-kind location. With its continuing heritage as an art colony that colorfully combines Bahamian, Cuban, and Caribbean cultural strains, and set in a subtropical climate, Key West has a unique charm.


Because of its locale, Key West has played crucial roles in history. Like some other cities in the United States, “local history” is much more than just a story of a few town founders or nearby battles, because the place repeatedly played a prominent role in national and international events through war and peace, boom and bust, relapse and recovery.


Our focus in this book is not just local history, but instead, how the people, events, and places of Key West played into larger history. We have organized the book by periods, showing how various landmarks, buildings, museums, and commercial attractions reflect Key West in History. We start with the early settlement of Key West by pioneers who first got title to the land, and with the story of the first U.S. naval outpost in the town.


Following chapters cover:


• the wrecker era, when local ship captains and their hardy crews made a business out of salvage from wrecked sailing vessels;


• the Civil War era, when the city played a crucial role as a Union outpost in the Confederate South;


• the age of enterprise, when new businesses came to Key West;


• the era of “Cuba Libre,” when Cuban patriots and the Cuban War of Independence dominated life in the town;


• the early twentieth century, when Key West became a haven for artists and writers;


• World War II, when the city’s strategic location was again crucial to the defense of the United States;


• the recent decades of rebirth as a tourist destination.


For local historians, the structures, artifacts, memorials, and mementos carefully collected as part of local heritage all represent multi-dimensional documentation of the past. These objects and places often tell more than a preserved manuscript or old book. A pile of coins from a sunken treasure ship, a moss-gray gravestone, the weathered walls of an old fort, or the elegant mansion of a once proud merchant from a past century—all tell stories. Sites and artifacts serve as pathways to the past for the public, both local residents and visitors. So this book focuses on places, buildings, collections, and artifacts that you can visit to learn more about the role of the city in history.


For each period, we briefly review Key West’s role in broader events and trends, then focus on a selection of more than fifty easily visited sites around the city that physically reveal aspects of the developments. An appendix lists other sites rich in historical value. Most are private, viewable only from the outside. A second appendix is a chronology, showing the place of Key West in history. A bibliography lists some of the major print and Internet sources that we recommend if you want to delve a bit deeper into Key West history.




[image: image]


John W. Simonton (1789–1854) pioneered Key West by purchasing the island of Cayo Hueso from Juan Pablo Salas for $2,000 on January 19, 1822. His bust is one of many in the Key West Sculpture Garden, just off Mallory Square.
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Harry S. Truman, President of the United States from 1945 to 1953, wintered in Key West in the navy base commandant’s housing beginning in 1946. The “Little White House” where he stayed is one of the city’s major historical attractions.








1Perilous Waters


Everyone, it seems, has heard of the Spanish explorer Ponce de León and his legendary search for the Fountain of Youth. Ponce’s first landing was somewhere a few miles south of present-day St. Augustine on April 2, 1513. He named the new land Pascua de Florida, or “Spring Passover,” for the date of his discovery, then sailed south along the Florida Atlantic Coast. On that voyage, he discovered the Bahama Channel before sailing west through the Florida Straits, the passageway between the Florida Keys and Cuba.


Thus it was Ponce de León who discovered the route around the southern tip of Florida that would become the major sea highway for Spanish treasure ships and, later, for modern cargo carriers, passenger liners, cruise ships, fishing boats, and private yachts. As we will detail, the waterway would later see privateers and pirates, blockade-runners and naval patrols, smugglers and wreck-salvors, submarines and destroyers. The waters proved treacherous, especially during storms. Even so, the Gulf Stream flowing through the Florida Straits aids mariners sailing from the Gulf of Mexico out into the Atlantic, carrying ships along eastward and northward in the 5- or 6-knot current that runs past the coast of Florida.


On his trip through the straits, Ponce de León discovered the Florida Keys and named them the “Martyrs.” According to the narrative of Antonio de Herrera, who chronicled Ponce’s trip: “To all this line of islands and rock islets they gave the name of The Martyrs because, seen from a distance, the rocks as they rose to view appeared like men who were suffering; and the name remained fitting because of the many that have been lost there since.” Thousands of lives lost to storms would prove Antonio de Herrera right about the fitting nature of Ponce’s name for the Keys.


After passing by Key West, Ponce made his way up the Gulf Coast of Florida to somewhere near present-day Pensacola. Before returning to Puerto Rico, he spotted the Dry Tortugas, naming them for the nesting turtles he saw there. According to one story, the term “Dry Tortugas” is an English corruption of Tres Tortugas, or “Three Turtles,” with the English name later adopted because mariners found the islands devoid of fresh water.


Ponce de León got a grant from Spain to govern the lands he had discovered. However, when he returned in 1521 to make a settlement near present-day Sanibel Island, he and his men were attacked by Calusa Indians, known and feared by other Florida natives as effective warriors. Ponce suffered a wound from an arrow in the attack and abandoned the settlement. He died in July 1521 from an infection of the wound.


Florida remained part of the Spanish Empire from the time of Ponce’s discovery until 1763, when it was taken by the British. After the American War of Independence (1775–1781), Florida returned to Spanish control from 1783 until Spain ceded the territory to the United States in 1821. In that exchange the United States agreed to pay up to $5 million in outstanding claims against Spain arising from Florida cases. The U.S. got Florida’s 42 million acres at less than 12 cents an acre. It was a bargain.
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Cayo Hueso or “Bone Key” was the original Spanish name for Key West. This sign in the shape of a cigar band is found on the east side of the Wall Warehouse at Mallory Square, which now houses the restaurant El Meson de Pepe and a museum devoted to Key West’s Cuban heritage.


Cayo Hueso and Key West


The British practice of corrupting names of places from other languages into something more easily pronounced by English-speakers is the generally accepted explanation for the name “Key West.” In Spanish, the island was originally known as Cayo Hueso, or Bone Key, apparently for the heaps of fish bones left there by camping Native Americans. Cayo Hueso was easier for English speakers to say as “Key West.” The name stuck because Key West is the most westerly of the keys that lie like stones on a giant necklace from the eastern tip of Florida almost due west in a line for more than 100 miles.


The seas between Cuba and Key West could be extremely hazardous. In the age before steamships, ships propelled by wind power and sails often wrecked on the rocks and sandbars when driven by winds from the south. In the Spanish and British periods, before settlement by the Americans, hundreds of ships wrecked among the nearby shoals and islands, where pirates often watched for ships in distress or cargo ships unaccompanied by armed escorts. Between the hazards of storms and pirates, the dangerous reputation continued well into the period of American control.




Key West “Conchs”


Even before the United States acquired Florida from Spain, Bahamians visited the Florida Keys to cut timber, salvage wrecked ships, and sometimes fish and catch turtles. So even before American settlement, some Bahamians stayed in the keys, although there is no record they made any permanent settlement.


When wealthy British loyalists fled from the United States to the Bahamas after the American Revolution, they disparagingly called the local residents of the Bahamas “conchs” because they were known for eating the shellfish. When Bahamians settled in Key West through the 1800s, they called themselves conchs and were called that by others. A great many of the early permanent residents of the Florida Keys could trace their ancestry to Bahamian settlers, and it became a point of pride to call themselves conchs.


In the twentieth century, older residents of Key West (no matter their ancestry) began to call themselves conchs to distinguish themselves from newcomers and visitors. In recent decades there has been a refinement: residents who have lived in Key West for more than seven years have earned the right to call themselves “Saltwater Conchs”; residents for less than seven years are “Freshwater Conchs.”
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These Spanish pieces of eight were recovered from the wreck of the Atocha, the greatest sunken treasure recovered in modern times.


First Settlement


Although Key West remained in nominal Spanish control for three centuries (except for the brief twenty-year British interlude from 1763 to 1783), neither Spain nor Britain set up any permanent settlements there. Pirates and Bahamian turtle fishermen were known to make only transient camps, as had some groups of Native Americans before them. So when American settlers arrived in 1821, they were the first residents of Key West who intended to stay, and the first to try to impose any system of law and order. That turned out to be a challenge.


American settlers brought their opportunistic and entrepreneurial spirit to Key West. Some would see the possibilities in land values, others saw the strategic location, and some saw the salvage of ships and cargoes as a profitable business, finding ways to produce a profit from the unique climate and setting. The heritage began to form.


Unlike most other parts of the American frontier of the early decades of the republic, all settlers to Key West had to come by sea. So they brought their memories of seaports from New England, the Middle Atlantic, and the coastal Southern states, as well as from Cuba and the Bahamas, to the little community. Throughout Key West, churches, museums, and the lighthouse itself document the hazards of the dangerous waters, while the town’s residential and commercial structures attest to the blend of cultural heritages.


SITES



MEL FISHER MUSEUM AND THE ATOCHA



200 Greene Street


As early as 1566, the Spanish began sending annual treasure fleets from their holdings in the New World to Spain, consisting of galleons in well-armed fleets or armadas. One of the armada routes ran from Cartagena in present-day Colombia and Portobello in present-day Panama to Havana, Cuba, where they would rendezvous with another fleet from Veracruz in Mexico. The 1622 voyage of the treasure ship Neustra Señora de Atocha (“Our Lady of Atocha”—named for a church in Madrid) was delayed by loading the immense treasure that had been packed over the Isthmus of Panama for shipment from Portobello. Eventually a 28-ship convoy of galleons and auxiliary vessels sailed for Spain from Havana on September 4, 1622. Even then mariners knew very well that the storm season for the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico begins in mid- or late August and continues into the fall months, but the fleet sailed anyway.
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At 200 Greene Street, the Mel Fisher Maritime Museum contains treasures from the Atocha, as well as historic displays of other shipwrecks and materials on piracy and the slave trade. It also offers lab tours demonstrating historical conservation methods.


Two days and about 50 miles out of Havana, off the Dry Tortugas, the 1622 armada was struck by a hurricane, driving the Atocha and a sister ship, the Santa Margarita, onto coral reefs. The ships sank in relatively shallow waters, with the Atocha going down some 55 feet. The Spanish never located the exact spot of the loss of Atocha, but spent ten years salvaging about half of the cargo of the Santa Margarita. With the equipment available at the time, salvage was difficult, made harder by further storms scattering wreckage and cargoes. The Spanish used a primitive diving bell, but the workers, mostly slaves, often died from decompression or drowning.
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These shackles on display at the Mel Fisher Maritime Museum were used aboard the slave ship Henrietta Marie. The small size of some of the shackles shows that even children were kept in such ankle restraints aboard slave ships. Often two slaves would be shackled together with a single bilbo.


The recorded treasure of the Atocha was immense, with the major cargo made up of 24 tons of silver bullion in 1,038 ingots. In addition there were some 52 chests of silver coins, 582 copper ingots, and 125 gold bars and discs. Other cargo included indigo, tobacco, 1,200 pounds of worked silverware, and large amounts of unregistered jewelry smuggled aboard to avoid taxes.


Dive shop entrepreneur Mel Fisher moved from California to Florida to search for sunken treasure, and in 1969 he began a sixteen-year quest to locate the treasure of the Atocha. The search was spurred on when bits of the scattered cargo were located in 1973, including some silver bars with the correct stamp. A larger partial payday of some $20 million came in 1980 when the Fisher crew recovered a cargo of gold bars from the wreck of the Santa Margarita. In 1985, the Fisher team made an even more dramatic find, the main cargo of the Atocha, yielding an immense fortune in silver bars, pesos, and jewelry. After a strenuous court fight against claims by the State of Florida for the treasure, Fisher succeeded in retaining the bulk of the $450 million, one of the largest lost treasures ever recovered.


In 1987 Fisher bought a building that had once served as the Key West Naval Station headquarters to house the Mel Fisher Maritime Museum. Visitors today learn the story of the Atocha and other treasure ships, view some of the silver bars and piles of silver pesos recovered from the wreck, and learn more about other archaeological finds.



LIGHTHOUSE AND LIGHTHOUSE KEEPER’S QUARTERS



As soon as the United States took over Florida and Key West, one of the first orders of business for the U.S. government was to set up navigation aids to help reduce the threat of shipwreck in the perilous waters off Key West and around the state. Lt. Matthew Perry, in command of the U.S. naval schooner Shark, wrote to the secretary of the navy:
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Climbing the 88 steps to the top of the Key West Lighthouse provides visitors with a spectacular view of the town, harbor, and surrounding islands.


The great number of vessels that daily pass through the Gulf of Florida, to and from Ports of Cuba, Jamaica and the Spanish Main renders the erection of Light Houses, not only as an act of justice on the part of our Government, But humanity and a regard to the safety of the lives and fortunes of our citizens seriously demand so desirable a measure.
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