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Introduction
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The streets tell the story—and what a story it has been. From a discovery of bones that gave rise to its name centuries ago, to today’s modernity, Key West has had a long and colorful history. For the uninitiated, a stroll around Margaritaville is a pleasant enough experience; for those in the know, however, it becomes a cerebral delight during which the town’s street signs whisper its secrets.

Like so many of you, I first arrived overland, across islands and islets, via causeway and bridge, a journey taken long after the island had been connected to the mainland. Upon arriving, I hardly noticed that I had crossed from Stock Island onto the key. I didn’t feel that I was island-bound. I felt more like I had reached the tip of a long, narrow peninsula.

Key West was once a true island with no bridges to it, a coral outcropping marooned in subtropical waters. Known originally as Guarugunbe by the Indians, who used its south shore as grounds for the repose of their dead, Key West, by some accounts, served first as a funereal island. Other accounts paint a much darker picture, one of an Indian battleground, a killing field whereon the vanquished were left to nature’s undertakers.
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The sign starts the story.



Whatever the case, bones there were—and waterlocked it was until centuries later when the key was connected to the American mainland by rail and road.

Spanish explorers were the first Europeans to set boot on the island. In the 1500s they landed and found it uninhabited, except for all those bones scattered about. They named their find Cayo Hueso (Bone Island), a moniker that would stick until the Conchs began arriving centuries later. Apparently they assumed that hueso translated to west in English. Cayo Hueso was, after all, the westernmost isle in the chain dubbed Cayos de Los Martires (Islands of the Martyrs) by the Spaniards.

Many of our common place names are similarly based on misunderstanding. Ironically, these misunderstandings lend an air of human fallibility, impregnate our names with even more meaning, and imbue them with a rich history. To wit, Columbus, en route to the East Indies in search of spices and other goods, thought that he had arrived when he made landfall in the Caribbean. Consequently he referred to the inhabitants of the islands as Indians, a name eventually extended to all aboriginal Americans.

So, place names are often erroneously derived. Indeed, the actual key west, the key farthest west, lies about sixty-five miles southwest of Key West and it is part of the Dry Tortugas: Dry apparently because of the lack of rainfall; Tortugas because their European discoverer, Ponce de León, noticed many turtles in the waters surrounding the islands.

When it was still a true island, Key West got its start because it was near the shipping lanes that coursed the Straits of Florida. The northwest sector of Key West, with its deep, protected harbor, was settled first. From here its history unfolded as its streets were laid out in a grid pattern that evolved eastward. From Front Street on the western waterfront to Roosevelt Boulevard and the remnants of Houseboat Row on its eastern edges, Key West has manifested its destiny in a unique manner, one that can be related by examining its street names.
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Nancy’s warmth and willingness to befriend a stranger were indicative of the openness that greeted me in my search for information. On my first foray I stumbled upon a lane I had not known existed. The gentleman sitting on the porch of his house (a former cigar factory cottage that straddles Higgs and Donkey Milk Lanes) paused from his activity and patiently told me how Donkey Milk Lane came upon so unlikely a moniker. And then there was the elderly lady taking her evening constitutional with her daughter. She didn’t pause when asked if she knew how Newton Street came to be named, and I had to scurry behind to repeat my query and make out her throaty reply, “Sir Isaac….” Indebted I am for her touch of levity.

But originality? I believe I can contribute at least one thing. Everything I read had placed Solares Hill at either Elizabeth and Windsor or William and Windsor (the site of Solares Hill Groceries). Standing at both locations, I could clearly see that one would still have to trek uphill to reach its eighteen-foot peak—which is near the Burton House on Angela Street, precisely twelve and a half steps from Whitmarsh Lane.

Now that I have made my contribution to the literature, it is all downhill in terms of originality. And downhill we go, down from the Burton House to Simonton Street, a most appropriate place to start.


At the end of our streets is sunrise;

at the end of our streets are spars;

at the end of our streets is sunset;

at the end of our streets are stars.

—George Sterling


Simonton Street
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They lived in turbulent amity a couple of blocks from each other, Paul in a guesthouse on Simonton … and Billy in a small apartment on William Street.

—John Hersey, “Get Up, Sweet Slug-a-bed”

Even before John Simonton purchased the island from Spanish artillery officer Juan Salas, Key West had a colorful history. Aboriginal Americans (probably members of the Calusa tribe—but possibly their enemies) had left grim evidence that the island had been visited, if not inhabited. The presence of pirates was also evident to later visitors. Abandoned earthworks and freshwater wells, old coins, fragments of antiquated weaponry, and a gravestone etched in French bore silent testimony that others had been there much earlier than they.

And who were these later visitors, some of whom settled in for a longer stay? Prior to Simonton’s purchase, the Keys alternated between Spanish, British, and American ownership. From Nassau in the British Bahamas seafarers were drawn to Cayos de Los Martires, known today as the Florida Keys, in search of mahogany for ship timbers, turtles for food, and shipwrecks for the bounty they might yield. Thus, in 1763, when Spain traded Florida to England (for Havana, which had been captured by the British), Bahamians were already familiar with los cayos and continued to visit Cayo Hueso. By then, the few Spanish families and the scores of Indian families who were residing on the island had relocated to Cuba.

By 1783 England, on the verge of losing its American colonies anyway, gave Florida back to the Spanish. Most of the Bahamian pioneers left the Keys, but a rugged, hardy lot (now known as Conchs for their ingenuous use of their namesake shell) stuck it out, and would eventually make their way to Cayo Hueso.

Thus was the state of affairs when, on August 26, 1815, Don Juan de Estrado, Spanish governor of Florida, granted Cayo Hueso to Juan Pablo Salas, an officer in the Royal Artillery Corps. Salas had not only rendered military service, he had also served admirably as postmaster and secretary to the colonial governor. At this juncture in their international adventures, the Spanish were strapped for cash, in part because of their involvement in costly colonial wars. By awarding his subject and servant a lonely, sparsely inhabited isle way down a chain of coral outcroppings topped by vegetation twisted like so many tortured martyrs, the Spanish governor helped balance the ledger by handily discharging his debt to Salas.

Salas did little with his domain—and probably for good reason. By 1819 Spain, still in need of cash, sold Florida to an adolescent United States. By July 1821 the territory had been formally transferred and incorporated into a nation manifesting its destiny in all directions. So, Cayo Hueso was no longer a part of Spain, and perhaps the trusting Spaniard began wondering whether his services had been compensated at all. In any event, Salas began covering his bases.

Enter John Simonton. A native of New Jersey, Simonton had wide-ranging business interests in Mobile, Alabama. A friend, John Whitehead, had advised him of the opportunity that Cayo Hueso presented: now that the Keys were a part of the U.S., this last link was well situated to become a major seaport. Simonton heeded the advice. On December 21, 1821, in Havana, for $2,000, Simonton agreed to buy the small island from Salas. On January 19, 1822, the deal was closed and Simonton took possession (or so he thought). Acting posthaste (out of distrust?), he caught the Gulf Stream to St. Augustine, where the transaction was recorded on January 23.

Soon after the purchase, Simonton sold an undivided quarter of the island to John Mountain (U.S. Commercial Agent/Havana) and U.S. Consul John Warner. The other quarters were sold to John Whitehead and John Fleeming (spelled Fleming these days). Warner and Mountain did not hold their quarter for long. They sold it to Pardon C. Greene, who took up residence on the island.

At this point problems began cropping up. Salas, it seems, was doing more than just covering his bases. He had also sold the island to John B. Strong, who in turn transferred his claim to yet another John, General John Geddes, former governor of South Carolina. Another Geddes (George) and a Dr. Montgomery led an invading force consisting of “two white carpenters and three negroes,” according to the Honorable Jefferson B. Browne. They took possession of Key West in April 1822. How long the occupation force remained is not known. In any event—and in testimony to Simonton’s clout and his Washington connections—the dispute was settled in his favor by a U.S. Land Claims Board on December 14, 1825. Thus began the quadripartite reign of Simonton, Whitehead, Greene, and Fleeming.
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Cloud shadows raced down Simonton. Birds screeched and sang in the old Peggy Mills Garden across the street.

—Tom Corcoran, The Mango Opera
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Simonton Street

Ernest Hemingway’s first Key West residence was on Simonton Street. He and his family had left Paris, where they had been “very poor and very happy,” and arrived (via steamer from Havana) in April 1928. They had intended to depart immediately by driving and ferrying over the newly opened highway that threaded its way to the mainland. Alas, their transport, a Model A Ford, was not available dockside as planned, so the dealer put Ernest and pregnant wife Pauline up in an apartment above his garage. Weeks later, during which time he resumed work on A Farewell to Arms, their car arrived, and Ernest bid farewell to Key West for the first time.

That first Hemingway domicile at 314 Simonton has been modified into a stately building, the Casa Antigua. The Pelican Poop Shoppe has replaced the ground-floor garage.

Across the street and toward the Gulf, at the corner of Carolina, presides a solid, monumental structure that housed the post office and U.S. District Courthouse. Built in the Depression era, its exterior walls are made of coral slab quarried from Islamorada (so named by the Spanish for its purple beaches) in the Upper Keys. It is now the Federal Building, and district court is still held there.

Along the shore, on what used to be a waterfront lot between Duval and Simonton, Aeromarine Airways provided passenger and mail service to Havana in the early 1920s. By 1925 AA’s flying boats (surplus World War I issue) were out of service, leaving a vacuum soon to be filled by Pan Am. Part of that lot is still vacant and home to 6400 square feet of sand that is known as the Simonton Street Beach. Across the way, where laborers once toiled in the Marine Railway Shipyard, tourists now lounge about in an upscale Hyatt Hotel.

Farther down Simonton, toward the Atlantic Ocean, the Sears School, Key West’s first public school, was built in 1874. Demolished in 1909, Free School Lane marks its former location, but there are no other indications that the area had once been home to the island’s first pupils. At the end of the lane, however, there is a sign that says “Nancy’s Secret Garden.”

At 1100 Simonton reigns a building that is hardly recognizable as a cigar factory. Built in 1920 after the original frame structure burned down years earlier, the Gato Cigar Factory eventually became U.S. government property. This concrete, fireproof building was used as a commissary by the Navy from 1950 to 1989. In 1998 it was gifted to the citizens of Monroe County, renovated, and transformed into today’s office complex for the county and state.
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I walked over to Simonton, past the old cigar factory, around the schoolyard and synagogue, and stopped at the lumber company.

—Thomas McGuane, Panama
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Simonton’s purchase, his dogged pursuit of his vision, and his eventual ownership of the island were pivotal in the development of Key West. Permanent settlement followed, and, in due course, the key was surveyed and mapped.

John Simonton became a snowbird, possibly Florida’s first: winters in Key West, summers in Washington, where he exercised his clout on behalf of his winter home. A federal court was established on the island; a naval station opened; and army barracks and a marine hospital were built. Soon Key West became an official U.S. port of entry.
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Bust of John Simonton, Key West Memorial Garden



While on the island, Simonton served as subtler of the port and representative for a New Orleans consortium interested in manufacturing salt. Upon leaving Key West, he moved to New Orleans, where he continued to engage in various business enterprises.

Simonton died in 1854. His daughter, Florida, inherited his holdings on an island profoundly shaped by his entrepreneurial spirit and stolid stewardship. Like her father, she had a keen sense of civic pride and duty. On June 21, 1871, Florida, through a trustee, deeded some of her holdings to the City of Key West, and for decades city hall sat on property that had been donated by John Simonton’s heir.


Duval Street

[image: Image]

She started turning up late at night drifting alone along Duval Street, protected by a serene beauty which scared off the usual needle-boy thugs and hot-rod Navy romeos cruising the bars for someone to write home about.

She was after the music….

—Thomas Sanchez, Mile Zero

William Pope Duval was Florida’s first territorial governor, and he would serve longer than any governor, territorial and otherwise, who would follow (April 17, 1822-April 24, 1834). Of French Huguenot forebears, he was born in Virginia in 1784. Young Duval set out for the frontier when he was only fourteen. He settled in Bardstown, Kentucky, where he read law and was admitted to the bar before his twentieth birthday. Within the next decade, he rode as a cavalry officer and served as a congressional representative (Kentucky, 1813–1815). Then, recommended by Secretary of State John C. Calhoun and appointed by President James Monroe, Duval came to Florida.

In St. Augustine he served as a territorial judge until 1822, when Monroe appointed him governor of the Florida territory. Though Florida now had a governor, it had no seat from which he could govern. As a compromise between the two most likely locations, Pensacola and St. Augustine, a state capital was chosen midway, near an Indian village called Tallahassee (old fields or old town in the vernacular). While awaiting the construction of the capitol, Duval governed from a boat docked at St. Marks twenty miles away on the Gulf of Mexico.

In a world dependent on water, wind, and current for commerce and transport, Gulf Coast ports played a vital role in the development of the South. Indeed, in the 1820s the United States was largely a cluster of seaboard towns, cities, and ports; the rest was frontier. Thus, as Simonton had divined, Key West was poised to take off. On a direct path between Europe and Mexico, Cuba and Gulf Coast ports, and en route (via the Straits of Florida and the Gulf Stream) to the East Coast, Key West was well positioned to serve as grand chandler for ships passing by.

Duval, however, is remembered more for the attention he gave to internal affairs. There was an “Indian problem” to be dealt with. Upon signing a treaty in 1823, the Seminoles agreed to relocate to a large tract of land south of Lake Okeechobee. The Indians in and around the capital departed peaceably enough, but they did not like where they were sent. (One problem was that it had no access to the Gulf or the St. Johns River.) Duval, perhaps skeptical of the secretary of war’s assurance that “they will acquiesce without trouble,” went south to inspect their reserve. Finding the best of their land to be worth little, Duval estimated that “nineteen twentieths … is by far the poorest and most miserable region I ever beheld.” Consequently, he recommended that they be relocated to more arable land, but the Seminoles were mistrusting. Eventually the Seminole Wars, some of the bloodiest fighting ever seen on American soil, broke out and lasted for decades.

A true Renaissance man, Duval struck up friendships with the literati of his time, some of whom wrote stories containing characters molded on him. Washington Irving characterized him in “Ralph Ringwood,” while a lesser-known but much more widely quoted writer, Irving’s in-law James Paulding, based “Nimrod Wildlife” on the former Kentucky frontiersman. Paulding is the author of that much-repeated, tongue-twisting ditty about Peter Piper picking pecks of pickled peppers.
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Consuela’s grandfather … used to tell her about having gone as a boy to the all-Cuban school in the upstairs rooms of the ornate San Carlos Institute on Duval by day and being taken to Cuban musicals downstairs in the evenings.

—John Hersey, “The Two Lives of Consuela Castanon”
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Duval Street

El Instituto de San Carlos, which formerly stood at 516 Duval Street, was named for the saint for whom Carlos Manuel de Cespedes was christened. Carlos, a wealthy Cuban plantation owner, was a patriot whose cry Cuba Libre sparked the Ten Years’ War, an ill-fated revolt against Spanish rule. Founded by Cuban political exiles in 1871, the institute served as a venue for Cuban culture, revolutionary politics, and socializing. Financed by profits from Key West’s burgeoning cigar industry, the institute has been destroyed and rebuilt a number of times.

The current structure at 516 Duval Street, now called the San Carlos Opera House, designed by Cuban architect Francisco Centurion y Maceo and built in 1924, is an ornate and formidable example of Cuban architecture. In need of
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