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History

The saga of the Keys, like the livelihoods of its inhabitants, tethers itself first, foremost, and forever to the sea. Our fragile strand of coral beads, which arcs southwest from the US mainland to within 100 miles of Cuba, has been for eons at the mercy of the elements. Nature determined, more than humans ever did, the course of our history. That is, until one man accomplished what natural forces could not: He connected the islands to each other and to the mainland US.

We will chronicle the Florida Keys, therefore, as a man-made triptych, highlighting the eras before, during, and after Henry Flagler’s Florida East Coast Railroad Extension refashioned the subsequent history of the region.


The Gulf Stream: Treasure Highway

Long before the Overseas Highway became the main road of the Florida Keys, another highway controlled the islands’ destiny: the great, blue river-in-the-Atlantic—the Gulf Stream. (The warm water of the Gulf Stream, the temperature of which varies greatly from surrounding waters, flows in a northerly direction between the Keys and Cuba, up the northeast coast of the US, and then turns toward the east where it crosses the Atlantic Ocean to the European continent.) Conquistadores, explorers, and adventurers capitalized on the pulsing clockwise current (2 to 4 knots) to carry them swiftly back to Europe, where they unloaded the harvested riches of the New World at the feet of greedy monarchs.

The Spanish were the first to send their treasure-laden ships on this precarious route past our island chain, which is protected from the ocean’s fury by a barrier coral reef (see the Diving & Snorkeling chapter). The Gulf Stream, which is not a definitive channel, winds an uneven course about 45 miles wide just outside the reef. Bad weather or bad judgment dashed the hopes, dreams, and cargo of hundreds of ships against this unforgiving coral graveyard.

It was the Native Americans who initially took advantage of this unexpected shipwrecked bounty, but salvaging became big business in the Keys with the arrival of the Bahamian Conchs (pronounced konk). The passing ships inspired piracy from many nations, particularly the English, who lurked in the cuts and channels between the islands waiting to raid the ships’ caches of gold and silver.

The Native Americans learned the ways of the Europeans, trading with the Spanish in Havana by means of large oceangoing canoes, pirating English ships, and free-diving to salvage the cargo of their wrecked vessels. The white man’s diseases, however, greatly reduced Native American numbers. In 1763 Spain gave Florida to England in exchange for Cuba. At this time the last of the indigenous Native American families fled to Havana, fearing retribution for the cruelty they had heaped upon the British sailors found dashed upon the reef and stranded.




Key West

A time-honored story persists that warring tribes of mainland Seminoles and island Calusas had one final battle on the southernmost island of our chain of keys. Spanish conquistadores purportedly found the island strewn with bleached bones of the Native Americans and called the key Cayo Hueso (pronounced KY-o WAY-so), or “island of bones.” Bahamian settlers pronounced the Spanish name as Key West.

Settled long before the other keys in the chain, Key West was very much a maritime frontier town by the 1820s, booming with sea-driven industries. Ships sailing out of Key West Harbor set across the Florida Straits to Havana, their holds filled with the fish, sea turtles, and sponges harvested along the length of the Keys. A lively fishing trade with Cuba continued into the 1870s. The melting pot of Key West included seamen from many cultures: African-American Bahamians, West Indian African Americans, Spanish Cubans, and white Bahamians of English descent.

Key West was incorporated in 1828. Within 10 years it was the largest and wealthiest city in the territory of Florida, even though it could be reached only by ship, a geographic fact of life that continued until Henry Flagler’s Florida East Coast Railroad Extension was finished in 1912. But it was the very waters isolating Key West from the rest of the world that contributed to its wealth.




Piracy

When the US gained possession of Florida and the Florida Keys in 1821, the island of Key West took on a strategic importance as a US naval base. Lieutenant Matthew Perry, who was assigned to secure the island for the US, deemed Key West a safe, convenient, and extensive harbor. It became the base of operations to fight the piracy that ravaged the trading vessels traveling the Gulf Stream superhighway and those heading through the Gulf of Mexico to New Orleans. English, French, and Dutch buccaneers had threatened the Spanish treasure galleons in the 18th century. In the early days of the 1800s, Spanish pirates, based mainly in Cuba, hid among the islands of the Keys and preyed on all nations, especially the US. Using schooners with centerboards that drew only 4 to 5 feet of water, the pirate ships dipped in and out of the shallow cuts and channels to avoid capture.

In 1830 Commander David Porter was sent to Key West to head up an antipiracy fleet and wipe out the sea-jacking from the region. Commandeering barge-style vessels equipped with oars, Porter and his crews were able to follow the sea dogs into the shallow waters and overtake them. After 1830 the area was safe from banditry once again.


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg] In 1898 the battleship USS Maine sailed from Key West Harbor to Havana Harbor in Cuba, where the ship exploded and sank. The ship’s gun-sight hood is located at the Florida Keys Historical Military Memorial at Mallory Square in Key West. Crewmen from the disaster are buried in the Key West Cemetery, and the investigation took place in the Key West Custom House.






The Wrecking Industry

Whereas the Gulf Stream was once the sea highway carrying Spanish treasure galleons back to Europe, in the 18th and 19th centuries the route was traversed in the opposite direction. Trading vessels sailed from New England ports to the French and British islands of the West Indies and the Antilles, hugging the shoreward edge of the Gulf Stream so as not to have to run against its strong northerly currents. They often ran aground on the reef, giving birth to a lucrative wrecking industry that salvaged silks, satins, lace, leather, crystal, china, silver, furniture, wine, whiskey, and more.

After the US took possession of Florida in 1821, Key West became an offcial wrecking and salvage station for the federal government, which sought to regulate and cash in on the lucrative trade that until this time was going to Nassau or Havana. Salvage masters had to get a license from a district court judge, proving that they and their salvage vessels were free of fraud. By 1854 wrecking was a widely practiced profession in the Keys. Fleets of schooners patrolled the Keys from Biscayne to the Dry Tortugas. First they would assist the shipwrecked sailors, then try to save the ship (there was no Coast Guard in those days).

Unlike early unregulated times, the wreckers couldn’t just lay claim to the ship’s cargo for themselves. They were paid off in shares of the bounty. During peak wrecking years, 1850 to 1860, nearly one ship per week hit the reefs, some with cargo valued in the millions of dollars.

Although by 1826 some of the reefs along the length of the Keys were marked by lighthouses or lightships, most remained treacherous and claimed many cargoes, particularly in the Upper Keys where the Gulf Stream meanders close to the reef. The construction of additional lighthouses along the reef in the mid-1800s improved navigation to the point that the wrecking industry gradually faded away by the end of the 19th century.



[image: chpt_fig_001.png]  The colorful history of the Florida Keys comes alive at palmm.fcla.edu/mile/about.shtml in a marvelous virtual road trip. Learn about the people, places, and history of the Keys through photos and postcards. The Mile Markers: Linking Keys History collection is composed of original photographic prints from Monroe County Public Library’s Local History Department in Key West.






Sponging

Sponging developed quickly in the Keys after the area became part of the US, maturing into a commercially important industry by 1850.

Sponge harvesting initially was accomplished from a dinghy: One man sculled while the other looked through a glass-bottomed bucket. The spotter held a long pole with a small, three-pronged rake on one end used to impale the sponge and bring it into the boat. Onshore the sponges were laid on the ground to dry in the sun so that the living animal within would dehydrate and die. The sponges then were soaked for a week and pounded on a rock or beaten with a stick to remove a blackish covering. Cleaned of weeds, washed, and hung to dry in bunches, the sponges were displayed for sale.

Cubans, Greeks, and Conchs harvested the sponges as fast and furiously as they could, with little regard for how the supply would be maintained, and it inevitably began to diminish. The Greeks began diving into deeper waters for the sponges, much in demand on the world market by 1900, and eventually moved to Florida’s west coast at Tarpon Springs, where the sponging was more bountiful.

By 1940 a blight had wiped out all but about 10 percent of the Keys’ sponge population. Although sponges again grow in our waters, commercial sponging is no longer a viable industry, as synthetic sponges have absorbed the market.




Cigar-Making

Cuba, closer to Key West than Miami is, has always played a role in the historical evolution of the Keys. Cuban fishermen long frequented the bountiful Keys waters, and in the 19th century Cuban émigrés brought new life and new industry to Key West. William H. Wall built a small cigar factory in the 1830s on Key West’s Front Street, but it was not until a year after the Cuban Revolution of 1868, when a prominent Cuban by the name of Señor Vicente Martínez Ybor moved his cigar-making factory to Key West from Havana, that the new era of cigar manufacturing began in earnest.

E. H. Gato and a dozen or so other cigar-making companies followed Martínez Ybor, and an influx of Cuban immigrant cigar workers “washed ashore,” joining the melting pot in Key West. Tobacco arrived in bales from Havana, and production grew until factories numbered 161, catapulting Key West to the rank of cigar-making capital of the US. Though the manufacturers moved their businesses to Key West to escape Cuban tariffs and the cigar-makers’ union, the unions reestablished themselves in Key West by 1879, and troubles began anew.

The industry continued to flourish in Key West until its peak in 1890, when the city of Tampa offered the cigar manufacturers lower taxes if they would move to the Gulf Coast swamplands, an area now called Ybor City. With this incentive, the cigar-making industry left the Keys, but many of the Cuban people stayed, creating a steady Latin influence on Key West that has endured to this day.




The Salt Industry

Early settlers of Key West and Duck Key manufactured sea salt beginning in the 1830s, using natural salt-pond basins on both islands. Salt was essential for preserving food in those days because there was no refrigeration, and Key West became the largest supplier of the nation’s salt. Capricious weather often flooded the salt ponds with freshwater, ruining the salty “crop.” By 1876 the salt industry no longer existed in the Keys on a national level. The destructive forces of repeated hurricanes made the industry economically infeasible. Today, artisanal salt farmers still exist and sell to specialty stores throughout the Florida Keys.


[image: chpt_fig_001.png]  Key West was once the largest manufacturer of cigars in the United States. In 1915 Key West had 29 cigar factories, employing 2,100 workers, who hand-rolled 62,415,000 stogies from imported Cuban tobacco.






Homesteading the Keys

Bahamians also homesteaded in the keys in the early 19th century, settling in small family groups to farm the thin soil. Familiar with cultivating the unique land of limestone islands, the Bahamians worked at farming pineapples, key limes, and sapodillas, called “sours and dillies.”

Many believe Indian Key was the first real settlement in the Upper Keys. By 1834 it had docks, a post office, shops, and a mansion belonging to the island’s owner, Jacob Housman. It became the governmental seat of Dade County for a time, but attacks from mainland Native Americans proved an insurmountable problem for this little key. Through the ensuing decades, Bahamian farmers homesteaded on Key Vaca, Upper Matecumbe, Newport (Key Largo), Tavernier, and Planter. By 1891 the area that is now Harry Harris Park in Key Largo had a post office, school, church, and five farms (see the Recreation chapter).


[image: The Overseas Highway cuts through the Atlantic Ocean, left, and the Gulf of Mexico on the right in the Lower Keys near Big Pine Key.]
The Overseas Highway cuts through the Atlantic Ocean, left, and the Gulf of Mexico on the right in the Lower Keys near Big Pine Key.



The census on any of these keys varied widely over the course of the century, and little is known as to why. For instance, Key Vaca had 200 settlers in 1840, according to Dr. Perrine of Indian Key, but by 1866 a US census revealed an unexplained population of zero for Key Vaca.




FLAGLER’S FOLLY: THE FLORIDA EAST COAST RAILROAD EXTENSION

The dream of one man changed the isolation of the Florida Keys for all time. Native New Yorker Henry Flagler, born in 1830 and educated only to the eighth grade, established the Standard Oil Company with John D. Rockefeller in 1870 and became a wealthy, well-respected businessman. In 1885 he purchased a short-line railroad between Jacksonville and St. Augustine and began extending the rails southward toward Miami, then only a small settlement.

Flagler’s vision of his railroad project went beyond Miami, however. He wanted to connect the mainland with the deep port of Key West, a booming city of more than 10,000 people, in anticipation of the growing shipping commerce he thought would be generated by the opening of the Panama Canal in the early years of the 20th century.

By 1904 the railroad extended to Homestead, at the gateway to the Keys. The year 1905 saw the commencement of what many perceived as an old man’s folly: a railroad constructed across 128 miles of rock islands and open water, under the most nonidyllic conditions imaginable, by men and materials that had to be imported from throughout the world. Steamships brought fabricated steel from Pennsylvania, and cement from Germany and Belgium was used to create concrete supports below the waterline. Cement for above-water concrete came from New York State, sand and gravel from the Chesapeake, crushed rock from the Hudson Valley, timbers and pilings from Florida and Georgia, and provisions from Chicago. Barges carried freshwater from Miami to the construction sites. Nothing was indigenous to the Keys except the mosquitoes and the sand flies.

By 1908 the first segment, from Homestead to Marathon, was completed, and Marathon became a boomtown. Ships brought their cargoes of Cuban pineapples and limes here, where they were loaded onto railway cars and sent north. (The railroad turnaround was at the current site of Knight’s Key campground.) Railroad workers used Pigeon Key as a base for further railway construction.

The 7-mile “water gap” between Marathon and Bahia Honda took some engineering prowess to overcome, and the completion of the project was severely hampered by several devastating hurricanes in 1909 and 1910. But on January 22, 1912, Henry Flagler—by then age 82—finally rode his dream from Homestead to Key West. He traveled across 42 stretches of sea, more than 17 miles of concrete viaducts and concrete-and-steel bridges, and more than 20 miles of filled causeways, ultimately traversing 128 miles from island to island to the fruition of his vision. He entered Key West that day a hero. He died the following year, probably never knowing that his flight of fancy changed the course of the Florida Keys forever.

Flagler’s railroad, called the Key West Extension, made Key West America’s largest deepwater port on the Atlantic Coast south of Norfolk, Virginia. Trade with the Caribbean increased, and Key West flourished for 23 years, recovering from the loss of the sponge and cigar industries. The Florida East Coast Railroad Company completed construction of Key West’s first official tourist hotel, the Casa Marina, in 1921. La Concha was built in 1928.

In 1923 Monroe County appropriated funds to construct a road paralleling the railroad. The bumpy rock road crossed Card Sound with a long area of fill and a wooden bridge. A half-dozen humpback bridges crossed the creeks and cuts on Key Largo. Extending the length of Key Largo, the road continued across Plantation Key, Windley Key, and Upper Matecumbe. At the southern end of our island chain, a narrow, 32-mile road connected Key West with No Name Key off Big Pine Key. By 1930 a car ferry service provided the waterway link between the two sections of roadway, which traversed what we now call the Upper and Lower Keys.

By 1934 the failing economy prompted the Federal Emergency Relief Administration to step in, and it commenced development and promotion of Key West as a magnet for increased tourism in the Keys.



[image: chpt_fig_001.png] In 1885 a trolley line, the Key West Street Car Association, was established in Key West. The open-sided wooden cars had four benches and were pulled by two mules. In 1898 the Key West Electric Company bought the line and ran 10-bench cars that operated on existing broad-gauge tracks using power from a double-wired overhead system.



To that end, developers began building bridges to connect the Middle Keys to each other and to the two sections of finished roadway. A “bonus army” of World War I veterans was employed to accomplish this momentous task. However, in 1935 Mother Nature reasserted her authority and once again charted the destiny of our islands. On Labor Day what today we would call a Category Five hurricane hit the Upper and Middle Keys, destroying much of Flagler’s railroad. Hundreds of lives were lost when the 17-foot storm surge hit the crew working on a bridge at Islamorada.

Because of mismanagement and lack of foreign freight heading northward from Cuban and Caribbean ports, the railroad was already in receivership. The railroad chose not to rebuild, citing financial difficulties. By this time it had become cheaper to haul cargo by truck than by train. The county’s Overseas Road and Toll Commission purchased the right-of-way from the Florida East Coast Railroad and converted the single-track railway trestles, which remained intact after the hurricane, into two-lane bridges for automobiles. The highway from Homestead to Key West opened for traffic in 1938.

The 100th anniversary of Henry Flagler’s railroad was celebrated in 2012. The website flaglerkeys100.com offers a historical time line, photos, and videos about the ill-fated Florida Keys Over-Sea Railroad.




EPILOGUE

In the late 1930s the US Navy, stationed in Key West, began construction of an 18-inch pipeline that carried freshwater from wells in Homestead to Key West. The naval presence in Key West grew with the beginning of World War II, when antisubmarine patrols began surveillance of surrounding waters. The navy also improved the highway to better accommodate the transfer of supplies for its military installation. The Card Sound Road was bypassed. The new road, which followed the old railroad bed, now is known as the “Stretch.” By 1942 the Keys enjoyed freshwater and electricity service, and the Overseas Highway (US 1) officially opened in 1944, ushering in a new era of development that continues to this day.

After World War II the Florida Keys became more and more popular as a sportfishing destination, and fishing camps dotted the shores from the Upper Keys to Key West. Still a rather remote, primitive spot to visit, the Keys nevertheless continued to evolve into a desirable tourist terminus, and Key West burgeoned as a port of call. Also contributing to Key West’s rebirth was the discovery of pink gold: shrimp. Fishermen who had caught a shark in the waters between Key West and the Dry Tortugas found the fish’s stomach filled with large pink shrimp. This led to the discovery of a bountiful shrimping area off the Tortugas, and the Key West “pinks” shrimping industry was spawned in the Florida Keys. It is still a viable occupation as far up the Keys as Marathon.

From 1978 to 1983 the old rail-bed conversion bridges were retired. Modern concrete structures, some four lanes wide, now span our waters. Many of the old bridges have been recycled as fishing piers, but others still stand, abandoned and obsolete alongside their successors, crumbling reminders of the Keys’ not-so-distant past.

By the 1980s the Florida Keys had emerged as a tourist-driven economy. Tourism remains the major industry of the Keys today, with the water-based attractions of Key West topping the list of most popular destinations.









Welcome to the Florida Keys

To be in the Florida Keys is to become one with nature, for the Keys offer unparalleled opportunities to be in direct daily contact with her substantial bounty. You’ll know what we mean the moment you crest the first of the 42 bridges now spanning our islands and feel the vast power of the surrounding seas. Gaze down on our string of coral pearls from the air and you’ll see that the Keys look insignificant juxtaposed against the encompassing Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico.


HABITATS OF THE FLORIDA KEYS

The word tropical generally refers to plants and animals living in the latitudes between the Tropic of Cancer in the Northern Hemisphere and the Tropic of Capricorn in the Southern Hemisphere. The Florida Keys are somewhat north of the Tropic of Cancer, but the warming influence of the nearby Gulf Stream assures us the benefits of a tropical climate.

Our natural flora grows nowhere else in North America, and the combination of our eight interrelated habitats and the creatures dwelling therein is truly unique.


The Land


Hardwood Hammocks

The vegetation of the Florida Keys is more common to the tropical Caribbean Basin than to the adjoining temperate areas of mainland Florida. Found throughout the Keys, West Indian tropical hardwood hammocks nurture highly diverse communities of rare flora and fauna—more than 200 species—some found nowhere else in the US. The hammocks (originally an Indian word meaning “shady place”) also shelter a variety of endangered species. The park is home to 84 protected species of plants and animals, including mahogany






[image: An aerial view of the Seven Mile Bridge and Pigeon Key, the one-time base camp for the workers that constructed Henry Flagler’s Florida Keys Overseas Railroad.]






Pinelands




[image: A key deer in Big Pine Key. About the size of a large dog, the deer are indigenous to the lower Florida Keys.]









The Shoreline


Mangrove Habitats










Sand Beach Habitats



[image: Visitors relax in the waters surrounding Bahia Honda State Park near Big Pine Key.]








The Sea


Sea-Grass Habitats







Hardbottom Habitats






[image: A beautiful sunset at Mallory Square in Key West.]









Coral Reef







Bare-Mud-& Bare-Sand-Bottom Habitats







Our Wildlife



[image: A key deer searches for food in the National Key Deer Refuge on Big Pine Key. About the size of a large dog, the deer are indigenous to the lower Florida Keys.]





Nature’s Aviary



	Brown Pelican: You’ll see these cute, personality-packed fish-beggars everywhere, especially hanging out at fishing marinas. Look for them on their favorite gravity-defying perches atop mangroves or feathery Australian pines.

	American White Pelican: These winter visitors to the Florida Keys live together in flocks in the uninhabited wild of the backcountry keys. The white pelicans, far from the panhandling ways of the browns, are cooperative feeders, congregating as a team on the water’s surface and herding fish into an ever-narrowing circle where the group will dine. Look for white pelicans at the Arsnicker or Sandy Keys in the Upper Keys backcountry.

	Cormorant: Cormorants by the thousands inhabit rookeries in the man-groves of the unpeopled islands. Like the lesser-seen anhinga, or water turkey (more prevalent in the Everglades), the cormorant’s plumage becomes waterlogged, which facilitates diving and swimming skills in its endless search for fish. You’ll often see the birds perched on poles and buoy markers, wings outstretched in a drying maneuver. Cormorants swim with only their necks and heads visible above the water.

	Snowy Egret and Great Egret: Both snowy and great egrets thrive in the Florida Keys. Distinguished from their cousins, the great white herons, which also grace the shorelines of the Keys, the white egrets have black legs with yellow feet and black bills. Though both egrets display magnifi-cent white plumage, the snowy egret is about half the size of the great egret.

	Great White Heron: Found only in the tropical ecosystem, this large white heron, more than 4 feet tall, is not as fearful of humans as other species, and is often seen in backyards and other inhabited areas. You’ll be able to tell a great white heron from a great egret because the heron has long yellow legs and a yellow beak. Herons and egrets build their lofty stick nests atop the mangroves of remote rookery keys.

	Roseate Spoonbill: A rare sighting in the Florida Keys, the roseate spoon-bill, or pink curlew, is more common in the upper Florida Bay near Flamingo in Everglades National Park. The roseate spoonbill moves its large spatulate bill from side to side underwater in the shallows, searching for minnows and small aquatic creatures. This distinctive bird is known for its pink body accented by an orange tail, a bare greenish head, bright red shoulder and chest patches, and a black-ringed neck.

	White Ibis: Common in the Florida Keys, the white-plumed ibis bears black-tipped wings, most apparent when spread in flight, a distinctive scarlet, down-curved bill, and red legs. You’ll often see young ibises, which are brown, in a flock of their white brethren, searching for aquatic insects, crabs, shrimp, and small snakes.

	Osprey: The high platform-topped poles you may see along the Overseas Highway have been erected for the osprey, which builds its bulky nest atop, laying three eggs out of harm’s way each breeding season. Resembling a bald eagle, the osprey can be distinguished by a black streak behind each eye.

	Magnificent Frigatebird: The graceful, effortless flight of the frigate-bird, or man-o’-war bird, often heralds fish below, for this coastal forager is constantly on the lookout for finned pleasures. Having a wingspan greater than 7 feet, the frigatebird inflates its throat sac and floats on air currents, its deeply forked, scissorlike tail a distinctive sight.

	American Bald Eagle: Once endangered nearly to the point of extinction, American bald eagles have made a recovery all across the US due to preservation efforts. Look for the bald eagle’s distinctive white head and tail high in the mangroves of uninhabited keys in Florida Bay, where they build their nests.






Nature’s Aquarium




[image: A green sea turtle swims amid the coral reef near Key Largo.]

















WEATHER & CLIMATE
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Hurricanes








PROTECTORS OF PARADISE




[image: The Coral Restoration Foundation’s coral nursery off Key Largo is dedicated to preserving coral reefs in the Keys and around the world.]
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Sunrise, Sunset










[image: The world’s only state-certified veterinary hospital for sea turtles is located in Marathon.]











APPENDIX: Living Here

In this section we feature specific information for residents or those planning to relocate here. Topics include real estate, health care, education, child care, and much more.







Relocation & Rentals

Most snowbirds and full-time residents of the Florida Keys (except for the native-born Conchs) first rented homes, condominiums, or mobile homes while on vacation in Paradise. Rentals primarily are classified as short-and long-term. Short-term rental agreements range from a weekend to six months; anything exceeding six months is considered a long-term rental. However, to preserve the integrity of our residential communities, the Monroe County Planning Commission has prohibited short-term rentals of 30 days or less throughout residential areas of unincorporated Monroe County. Incorporated areas such as Islamorada, Layton, Key Colony Beach, Marathon, and Key West can opt for differing regulations. Few short-term rental options are currently available in the Florida Keys, and the competition is fierce for those that are. The best advice we can offer is to work through a rental agent who knows what’s legally available, and always book your a commodation early.


OVERVIEW

Owning a parcel of Paradise in the Florida Keys can be summed up in two words: very expensive. Real estate prices in the Florida Keys depend largely upon access to the water. Direct oceanfront or bayfront property garners the highest prices, followed by property on a canal with an ocean or bay view, and by property on a canal with access to the ocean or bay. Other areas, such as Ocean Reef, Duck Key, and Sunset Key, have special features that make homes desirable—such as gated security, golf courses, swimming pools, strict building covenants, and other community amenities—and owning a home there is pricey indeed.


Some relief is available for certain owners in the form of a homestead exemption. When someone owns property in Florida and makes it his or her permanent residence or the permanent residence of his or her dependent, the property owner may be eligible to receive a homestead exemption. Real estate taxes in Monroe County are based on a millage rate that changes annually with the county budget and are some of the highest in the state. In addition, besides homeowner’s insurance, homeowners must factor in the cost of wind storm and flood insurance to guard against our ever-threatening hurricanes.


Those of us who have chosen to live in the Florida Keys think the price of paradise is worth it. To assist you in your search for a piece of the rock, we provide you with a general overview of the communities of the Florida Keys, as well as the types of homes you’ll encounter in our neighborhoods. At the end of the chapter, we include listings of real estate professionals who can assist you in finding a rental property or a home of your own. Look to our Key West section of this chapter for vacation rental and real estate information in our southernmost city.


RENTAL PROPERTIES

The Role of Real Estate Agents


Real estate agents handle most short-term rental properties. The exceptions are condominiums that act as hotels and employ on-site managers (see the A Commodations chapter) and homeowners who market rentals on their own. Because of changes in laws as indicated above, the latter choice is  becoming more and more scarce.


Depending upon its size and specialty, an agency that handles rentals may list anywhere between 10 and 200-plus short-term rental options. Most large agencies employ sales associates who specialize in short-term rentals. Except for Key West, where agents handle much of the entire island, Florida Keys agents typically specialize within the region of their offce (see the Real Estate Companies sections in this chapter).


Finding a rental property through an agency has its advantages. Rental agencies almost always offer descriptions and photographs of available properties and advice on the best option for your needs and desires. Most of them, in fact, maintain websites, which allow you to peruse the options at your leisure and, in most cases, actually see the property you are booking. Agents ensure that a home is clean and that its grounds are maintained.


In order to manage short-term rentals for stays of fewer than 30 days, real estate agencies and/or property owners and managers of condominium complexes must be licensed by the state of Florida. Units rented for fewer than 30 days are considered resort dwellings, and agents and/or owners and managers must therefore abide by a Florida statute that applies to hotels and restaurants. Depending upon the category of accommodation (condominium or single-family home, for instance), safety and health standards set by this statute may require fire extinguishers, electric smoke detectors in sleeping areas, mattress covers on all beds, and deadbolt locks on doors.


Seasonal Rates

In the wintertime, travelers flock to the Florida Keys seeking respite from the cold and snow. Referred to locally as “snowbirds,” these visitors drive rental rates up between the months of Dec and Apr, the high season. Summertime is when diving is typically best (see the Diving & Snorkeling chapter), and it’s also the time of year when residents throughout Florida head to the Keys for the relief of the ocean breezes. However, the rest of the mass market moves back home, so rents may be a bit lower than high season during the months of May through Aug. Sept through Nov is relatively quiet tourism-wise, because autumn is the prime season for hurricanes in the Florida Keys. During this period you’ll find reduced rates, and, as long as you keep a watchful eye on the forecasts, you’ll be able to enjoy uncrowded shops, attractions, and streets.


Minimum Stays

Most short-term tenants rent a home or condominium in the Florida Keys for a week to 3 or 4 months. The bulk of the short-term rental market consists of 2-week vacationers, but our islands are also popular with northern residents and retirees who retreat here for the winter. Virtually no private homes are available for rent on a daily basis.


During holidays, such as Christmas and Easter, and special events, including sport lobster season and Fantasy Fest, minimum stays range from 4 days to 2 weeks. Individual property owners establish these policies. Inquire of your rental agent or property owner/manager.


Options & Restrictions

Owners designate their rental properties as smoking or nonsmoking.


Children are generally we come, but some condominium complexes restrict the number of children allowed in a single unit.


Condominiums typically do not allow pets, but some single-family homes and mobile-home parks do accept them. An additional security deposit or a fee (sometimes both) is often required. The fee covers the cost of spraying the home for fleas, which ensures accommodations free of pesky insects. Tending to pets outside the rental facility, however, is the owner’s responsibility, and fleas can be abundant on hot and humid days.



[image: chpt_fig_001.png] In the 1950s Philip Toppino built houses on Summerland Key for avid pilots. The homes sit along the airstrip, and private planes can be parked underneath the houses.



Reservations & Payment Options

Naturally, the most desirable rental properties tend to book the earliest, and many tenants book the same home for the same weeks year after year. To achieve the greatest selection of rentals, we suggest that you reserve at least 6 months to a year in advance. During holidays the demand for short-term rentals can exhaust the supply. If you plan to travel to the Florida Keys during the high season (Dec through Apr) and holidays (especially Christmas week or during Fantasy Fest), you would be wise to reserve 1 to 2 years in advance.


Payment options vary according to how far in advance you book and when you check in. Typically, an initial deposit of 10 to 25 percent of the total rental cost, made with a personal check or a credit card, will hold a unit. Some agents allow you to pay with cash or credit card upon arrival, provided that you check in during offce hours, which vary from agency to agency. Ask about these specifics when you call.


Security Deposits

Your rental agreement holds you responsible for any damage to the dwelling and its contents. Security deposits provide the homeowner with added protection. As a general rule, count on supplying 50 to 75 percent of one week’s rent (slightly more for a monthly rental). Security deposits on large homes with expensive furnishings can be much higher.


Cancellation Policies

Homeowners set monetary penalties for cancellations anywhere between 30 days in advance of reservations, with a nominal cancellation fee for administrative services, to 60 days in advance, with a full refund. Don’t assume that an impending hurricane or other emergency beyond your control will warrant a refund of your payment. In such cases, some homeowners may be generous in providing full or partial refunds or offering credit toward acommodations at a future date—but don’t bank on it. Generally, you forfeit your deposit when weather emergencies cancel your vacation plans.


Refund policies are negotiated among the tenant, real estate agency, and property owner, and usually are not included in lease agreements.


REAL ESTATE: COMMUNITY PROFILES

Upper Keys

Key Largo

Key Largo is popular with divers interested in the abundant reefs within John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park and the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary. And because Key Largo is within 20 miles of the mainland, property here often is in great demand by weekday commuters and South Floridians purchasing weekend retreats. In real estate terms, Key Largo generally includes the exclusive, members-only Ocean Reef subdivision at the extreme northeast edge and encompasses all land southwest to Tavernier.


Ocean Reef

A luxury subdivision in North Key Largo, Ocean Reef is a private, all-inclusive gated community of large single-family homes, condominiums, and town houses. Properties here attract buyers seeking privacy, exclusivity, and the opportunity to fish, dive, snorkel, swim, shop, and dine out without ever leaving the complex. This community has three golf courses, a marina, and other amenities open only to residents.


Tavernier

Toward the southern end of Key Largo is Tavernier, one of the Florida Keys’ oldest settlements. Some Tavernier homes date from the early farming settlements at the turn of the last century. Plantation Key (its northern end also maintains a Tavernier postal designation) has a wide range of real estate opportunities, with single-family subdivisions primarily bayside. The Snake Creek Drawbridge makes Plantation Key an ideal homesite for owners of large yachts and sailboats.


Islamorada

Islamorada stretches from Plantation Key to Lower Matecumbe. Lot sizes in Islamorada typically are larger than those in other areas of the Florida Keys, a factor intended to attract builders of large, impressive homes. Upper Mate-cumbe Key is the heart of Islamorada, commercially developed but with homes tucked along the waterfront in quiet residential areas. Lower Matecumbe Key is Islamorada’s predominantly residential island, with a bike path, tennis club, and private beach.


Layton

The late Del Layton, a Miami grocery store owner, developed tiny Layton into a subdivision in the 1950s. Later he incorporated it as the Florida Keys’ smallest city. Except for several oceanfront homes, all single-family residences in Layton are on oceanside canals, with the nearby Channel 5 Bridge allowing access to the bay. Fifteen miles from Marathon and Islamorada, Layton is largely a community of retirees.


Middle Keys

Duck Key

Duck Key is composed of five islands connected by white Venetian-style bridges. A series of flow-through canals encircle each island, ensuring that nearly half the homes or lots offer canal-front dockage or open-water views. The uniquely situated islands allow direct access to both the ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. The Duck Key Property Owners Association, an active group, maintains rights-of-way and public-area plantings, has established distinctive signage, and sponsors social events throughout the year. Duck Key Club, a private swim and tennis club, is located on Center Island and also sponsors myriad social activities for its members. Residents pay a small out-of-pocket tax to employ a private security firm to supplement county services. Hawk’s Cay Resort is on the first island, Indies Island, which is zoned differently from the rest. The other four islands—Center, Plantation, Harbour, and Yacht Club—are designated for single-family residential housing only. All homes must be of concrete-block-style (CBS) construction.


Grassy Key

Grassy Key, a sleepy, rural island with a few oceanfront bungalow courts and several restaurants, is distanced from Marathon by preservation lands. With no canals on Grassy Key, there is no pricing middle ground. The area has single-family homes on dry lots or waterfront estates along the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic. Grassy Key is now a part of incorporated Marathon.


Key Colony Beach

Incorporated in 1957, Key Colony Beach—a 285-acre peninsular finger surrounded by incorporated Marathon—developed its property with a row of condominiums directly on the Atlantic and single-family homes built on a series of canals. Key Colony Beach employs its own police and enforces its own signage and zoning ordinances. Accessed by a causeway from US 1, Key Colony Beach has a post offce and a few small shops and restaurants.


Marathon

Marathon was heavily developed in the 1950s, when dredging was relatively commonplace. This area probably has more canals and waterways—and thus more canal-front properties—than any other region of Monroe County. However, with no active zoning ordinances for all these years, in some neighborhoods it is not uncommon to find a run-down mobile home situated next to an upscale canal-front dwelling. Marathon was incorporated in 1999 and now has its own mayor and city commission, as well as the ability to levy citywide property taxes. Marathon is the commercial hub of the Florida Keys, featuring supermarkets, a movie theater, Home Depot, Offce Depot, Kmart, and other shops and restaurants.


Lower Keys

Big Pine Key

This rural, semi-isolated island has acres of open space and limited development potential. Home to the National Key Deer Refuge, the island is popular with many Key West and Marathon workday commuters. Big Pine Key probably offers the best value for the money in affordable housing.


Little Torch & Ramrod Keys

Little Torch Key and Ramrod Key have a rural feeling, with homes on both the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico as well as on dry lots.



Summerland, Cudjoe & Sugarloaf Keys

Heading closer to Key West and into the more-exclusive subdivisions of Summerland, Cudjoe, and Sugarloaf Keys, you’ll find luxurious properties. Summerland features a number of waterfront homes, along with a small airstrip that allows residents to park their private airplanes directly beneath their homes.



[image:  A channel between the mangroves and shallow water flats off Sugarloaf Key in the lower Keys.]
A channel between the mangroves and shallow water flats off Sugarloaf Key in the lower Keys.




Baypoint, Shark Key, Big Coppitt & Key Haven

Shark Key is a gated community developed with strict architectural guidelines. The large open-water lots on Shark Key are beautifully landscaped, and the houses set on them typically are very expensive. Baypoint, Big Coppitt, and Key Haven are in demand for their convenient location, only minutes from Key West.


Key West

Old Town

Settled in the early to late 1800s and the early 1900s, Old Town is characterized by large wood-frame houses of distinctive architectural styles. Typically built by shipbuilders and carpenters for New England sea captains, many of these homes feature Bahamian and New England influences and high ceilings. Several historic district homes are now exquisite guesthouses (see the Accommodations chapter).


In addition to its obvious aesthetic qualities, Old Town is desirable because it is within walking distance of just about everything Key West has to offer, including shops, restaurants, nightlife, and galleries. Among the community’s residents are a large number of artists and writers.


Toward the southern end of Whitehead Street and west of Duval on Petronia Street, about a block from the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum, lies Bahama Village. This community now is undergoing gentrification, as home buyers purchase and renovate existing properties here.



[image:  The Ernest Hemingway Home & Museum in Key West where the legendary author lived with his second wife Pauline and their two children from 1931 to December 1939.]
The Ernest Hemingway Home & Museum in Key West where the legendary author lived with his second wife Pauline and their two children from 1931 to December 1939.




In the Truman Annex area of Old Town, private homes, town houses, and condominiums all boast features of Key West’s distinctive architecture. This self-contained development once was an extension of the island’s Bahama Village section, and later a portion of the Key West naval base. Truman Annex was constructed and renovated according to a unified plan reminiscent of Old Town but with more green space and winding streets. Because of the charm that this gated development exhibits, even the hubbub created by large cruise ships entering the nearby harbor does not affect its pricey real estate values. Condominiums run well into seven figures. Single-family homes are in the multimillion-dollar price range.


Midtown & New Town

Stretching from White Street all the way east to Kennedy Boulevard, Midtown boasts a mix of wood-frame and concrete-block ground-level homes built in the late 1950s and 1960s. New Town, developed a bit later, spreads out along N. Roosevelt Boulevard and is largely commercial on its perimeter.


The Key West Golf Club community, on Stock Island, looks a lot like Truman Annex. Here, single-family homes, town houses, and condominiums display elements of Conch-style architecture. Each residence overlooks the Florida Keys’ only 18-hole public golf course, along with surrounding lakes and ponds. If you are not in the market to buy at this time, a variety of long-term rental options are available. All residents have free access to tennis courts, nature walks, several swimming pools, and, of course, golf.


Sunset Key

If you would truly like to live on a secluded island—but not too far from civilization—consider a home on Sunset Key. Formerly known as Tank Island (the navy once stored its fuel in huge tanks here), Sunset Key is just a stone’s throw across the harbor from Mallory Square. About half of the island is devoted to guest cottages and L’Attitudes beachfront restaurant/bar; the rest is reserved for single-family homes. In addition to fabulous open-water sunset views, homeowners on Sunset Key enjoy such amenities as a health club, pool, tennis courts, and putting green. Their cars, however, must remain behind at the parking garage on Key West; only golf carts and bicycles are permitted on Sunset Key. Regular ferry service for residents and restaurant diners is available from the marina.


REAL ESTATE COMPANIES

Though all Florida Keys agents share a multiple listing service (MLS) with properties available throughout Monroe County, each agency tends to specialize in its own territory. We describe some of the largest agencies for sales and rentals in the section that follows. This is not meant to be a comprehensive listing by any means. Visit realtor.com for a complete list or pick up copies of the many real estate guides available free of charge at supermarkets and other locations throughout Monroe County.


Upper Keys

AMERICAN CARIBBEAN REAL ESTATE INC., MM 99 Bayside, 99900 Overseas Hwy., Key Largo, FL 33037; (305) 451-4078 and MM 81.8 Bayside, 81800 Overseas Hwy., Islamorada, FL 33036; (305) 664-4966; americancaribbean.com.


BERKSHIRE HATHAWAY FREEWHEELER REALTY, MM 86 Bayside, 85992 Overseas Hwy., Islamorada, FL 33036; (305) 664-4444; keysrealestate.com.


COLDWELL BANKER, MM 86, 85996 Overseas Hwy., Islamorada, FL 33036; (305) 664-4470; realestatefloridakeys.com.


MARR PROPERTIES, MM 100 Bayside, 999000 Overseas Hwy., Key Largo, FL 33037; (305) 451-4078; floridakeysproperties.com.



Middle Keys

BERKSHIRE HATHAWAY KEYS REAL ESTATE, MM 52 Oceanside, 9141 Overseas Hwy., Marathon, FL 33050; (305) 676-4058; keysrealestate.com.


COLDWELL BANKER SCHMITT REAL ESTATE, MM 52.5 Bayside, 11050 Overseas Hwy., Marathon, FL 33050; (305) 743-5181; realestatefloridakeys.com.


RE/MAX KEY TO THE KEYS, MM 49.5 Bayside, 4680 Overseas Hwy., Marathon, FL 33050; (305) 743-2300 or (800) 743-2301; remax.com.


WATERFRONT SPECIALISTS, MM 54 Oceanside, 80th Street Station, Ste. 1, Marathon, FL 33050; (305) 743-0644; water front specialists.com.


Lower Keys

ACTION KEYS REALTY, INC., MM 24.8 Oceanside, 24814 Overseas Hwy. #5, Summerland Key, FL 33042; (305) 745-1323 or (800) 874-1323; actionkeysrealty.com.


COLDWELL BANKER, MM 29, 29967 Overseas Hwy., Big Pine Key, FL 33043; (305) 872-3050; realestatefloridakeys.com.


Key West

Despite the fact that Key West is heavily developed, with both old and new homes on generally small lots throughout the city, real estate agents report that the demand for homes far outreaches the island’s supply. Also, while water-front property is a prime attraction for home buyers throughout the rest of the Florida Keys, it is rarely found in Key West, because commercial development lines all waterfront areas. Nevertheless, real estate in the southernmost city is expensive.


The island of Key West is an incorporated city governed by local elected representatives as well as by Monroe County. Consequently, the property tax structure here includes both city and county government expenses. Key West has its own land-use plan with zoning ordinances, permitting units, density requirements, and building height and setback minimums. Within the historic district of Old Town, another layer of control and review exists. The Historical Architecture Review Commission (HARC) reviews applications for improvements and new construction. Established in 1986, HARC works to ensure the integrity of the historic district.


BASCOM GROOMS REAL ESTATE, 1716 N. Roosevelt Blvd., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 697-5794; bascomgrooms.com.




Hot—It’s Not


Key Wester and famed playwright Tennessee Williams’s Cat on a Hot Tin Roof is a slinky, sensual, artistic play and movie. In the real world of tin roofs, the title could not be further from the truth.


Thomas Jefferson was an advocate of tin roofs and used one for his home, Monticello (construction began in 1768 and ended in 1809). Prior to tin roofs, copper was imported from England until the end of the 18th century, when rolling sheet metal was developed in America. Corrugated, stiffened sheets allowed greater span over lighter framework, thus decreasing installation time and labor. In 1857 one of the first metal roofs in the South was used on the US Mint in New Orleans. In the late 19th century, patterned tin roofs were all the rage, as they are today.


The durability of these roofs proves they hold up during hurricanes. Heat from the sun reflects off the metal, and lightning discharges over the metal, thus helping to prevent the spread of fires. Long used on barns and rural outbuildings, they hold an authentic, simplistic charm of another era. The resurgence of metal roofing in newer homes is on the increase due to attractive designs, the distinctive look that is more compatible with historic neighborhoods, and the fact that the metals may be recycled.


As you make your way through the streets of Old Town in Key West on foot or bike, cast your eyes skyward, over the delicious cakelike, gingerbread-trimmed, historic homes, and marvel at the icing of tin on the roofs of these beautiful ladies. The Tennessee Williams home on Duncan Street still sports a metal roof and is as charming today as when the famous owner was in residence in this southernmost city. Tin roofs on vintage homes are “hot” commodities in the ever-sizzling South Florida real estate market.




BEACH CLUB BROKERS INC., 1075 Duval St., Ste. C-11; (305) 294-8433 or (800) 545-9655; kwreal.com.


BERKSHIRE HATHAWAY KNIGHT & GARDNER REALTY, 336 Duval St., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 783-2897; keysrealestate.com.


CENTURY 21 ALL KEYS, 1223 White St., #105, Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-4200; c21allkeys.com.


COLDWELL BANKER, 1201 White St., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 296-7727; realestatefloridakeys.com.


ISLAND GROUP REALTY, 300 Southard St., Ste. 206, Key West, FL 33040; (305) 295-7110; isellkw.com.



KEY WEST REALTY INC., 1109 Duval St., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-3064 or (800) 654-5131; keywestrealty.com.


TRUMAN & COMPANY, 1205 Truman Ave., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 292-2244; trumanandcompany.com.


VACATION HOMES OF KEY WEST, 507 Whitehead St., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-7358; vacationhomesofkeywest.com.


PRIVATE ISLANDS, HOMES & HIDEAWAYS

Picture yourself in the following locations, and soon you will know the meaning of “lost in paradise.” Vacationing at its finest, these properties will leave you incredulous: You were where? On an island? Out in the middle of the ocean? On a helicopter pad? Aboard a private skiff? Only one word can sum it up: fabulous.


Upper Keys

ALLIGATOR REEF, MM 86 Bayside, Islamorada, FL; (305) 393-3343 or (866) 664-2075; alligatorreef.net. Need 10 bedrooms, 4 kitchens, 2 heated pools, 8 bathrooms, and accommodations for 25 people? Then Alligator Reef compound is for you! With an observation deck overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, you can relax or enjoy all of the amenities on the property. Go kayaking, play Ping-Pong, swim, or swing in the hammocks. Do it all, or do nothing—this getaway packs a true “tropical punch.”


Middle Keys

EAST SISTER ROCK ISLAND, MM 50 Oceanside, Marathon, FL; (305) 796-8439; floridaisland.com. Piloting your own 21-foot Carolina skiff to and from the mainland of Marathon, you travel to your island in the sun, East Sister Rock Island. Completely surrounded by a moat, the house sits on a coral reef. A 12-foot veranda swings around the 5,000-square-foot home. This is a diver’s and snorkeler’s haven. If that isn’t your bag, you can swim in the pool, or a bigger “pool”—the Atlantic Ocean! If the skiff is too slow for your entrance—or exit—there is a helicopter pad on the grounds.


Key West

Despite the fact that Key West is heavily developed, with both old and new homes on generally small lots throughout the city, real estate agents report that the demand for homes far outreaches the island’s supply. Also, while water-front property is a prime attraction for home buyers throughout the rest of the Florida Keys, it is rarely found in Key West, because commercial development lines all waterfront areas. Nevertheless, real estate in the southernmost city is expensive.


The island of Key West is an incorporated city governed by local elected representatives as well as by Monroe County. Consequently, the property tax structure here includes both city and county government expenses. Key West has its own land-use plan with zoning ordinances, permitting units, density requirements, and building height and setback minimums. Within the historic district of Old Town, another layer of control and review exists. The Historical Architecture Review Commission (HARC) reviews applications for improvements and new construction. Established in 1986, HARC works to ensure the integrity of the historic district.


BASCOM GROOMS REAL ESTATE, 1716 N. Roosevelt Blvd., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 295-7511; bascomgrooms.com.


BEACH CLUB BROKERS INC., 1075 Duval St., Ste. C-11; (305) 294-8433 or (800) 545-9655; kwreal.com.


BERKSHIRE HATHAWAY KNIGHT & GARDNER REALTY, 336 Duval St., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 783-2897; keysrealestate.com.


CENTURY 21 ALL KEYS, 1223 White St., #105, Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-4200; c21allkeys.com.


COLDWELL BANKER, 1201 White St., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 296-7727; realestatefloridakeys.com.


ISLAND GROUP REALTY, 2409 N. Roosevelt Blvd., Ste. 10, Key West, FL 33040; (305) 295-7110 or (800) 255-4277; isellkw.com.


KEY WEST REALTY INC., 1109 Duval St., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-3064 or (800) 654-5131; keywestrealty.com.


RENT KEY WEST VACATIONS, INC., 1075 Duval St., Ste. C-11, Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-0990; rentkeywest.com.


TRUMAN & COMPANY, 1205 Truman Ave., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 292-2244; trumanandcompany.com.


VACATION HOMES OF KEY WEST, 507 Whitehead St., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-7358 or (888) 404-2802; vacationhomesofkeywest.com.







Health Care

We have included information on health-care options, ranging from full-service hospitals and specialty care providers for patients in need of cancer or dialysis treatments to physical therapy clinics and mental health services. And don’t miss the information on veterinary options. We care about Spot and Fluffy, too!


Please be reminded, however, that this is not intended to be a comprehensive listing of all possible health services. The Florida Keys and Key West are served by physicians in nearly every specialty, as well as by osteopaths, chiropractors, podiatrists, dentists, and optometrists. And should your situation call for medical expertise that is not available in the Florida Keys, rest assured that you will still be able to receive state-of-the-art treatment in a timely manner. The University of Miami’s renowned Jackson Memorial Medical Center, as well as other mainland hospitals and trauma facilities, are just a helicopter ride away.


ACUTE-CARE CENTERS

The health-care options in this section are listed by category in alphabetical order by location from the Upper Keys down to Key West.


Upper Keys

THE GOOD HEALTH CLINIC, MM 91.5 Oceanside, 91555 Overseas Hwy., Ste. 2, Tavernier, FL 33070; (305) 853-1788; thegoodhealthclinic.org.


MARINERS HOSPITAL, MM 91.5 Bayside, 91500 Overseas Hwy., Tavernier, FL 33070; (305) 434-3588; baptisthealth.net.


Middle Keys

FISHERMEN’S COMMUNITY HOSPITAL, MM 48.7 Oceanside, 3301 Overseas Hwy., Marathon, FL 33050; (305) 743-5533; baptisthealth.net.


THE GOOD HEALTH CLINIC, Gulfside Village Plaza, 5800 Overseas Hwy., Suite 36, Marathon, FL 33050; (305) 946-1314; thegoodhealthclinic.org.



LOWER KEYS

BIG PINE MEDICAL AND MINOR EMERGENCY CENTER, MM 30 Oceanside, 2966 Overseas Hwy., Big Pine Key, FL 33043; (305) 872-3321; bigpinemedical.com.


Key West

KEY WEST URGENT CARE, 1503 Government Rd., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 295-7550; keywesturgentcare.com.


LOWER KEYS MEDICAL CENTER, 5900 Junior College Rd., Stock Island, FL 33040; (305) 294-5531; lkmc.com.


NOVACARE REHABILITATION, 3156 Northside Dr., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 292-1805; novacare.com.


GENESISCARE, 3426 N. Roosevelt Blvd., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 296-0021; genesiscare.com/us.



Emergency Numbers


While we sincerely hope you won’t ever need to use the following telephone numbers, it is a good idea to keep this information in a convenient place.





	• Police, Fire, or Rescue
	911



	• Florida Poison Information Center
	(800) 222–1222



	• US Coast Guard Marine and Air Emergency
	(305) 295–9700 or CG/VH channel 16



	• Florida Marine Patrol of the FWCC
	*FMP or (800) DIAL FMP



	• Florida Highway Patrol
	*FHP or (800) 240–0453



	• Monroe County Emergency Management
	(305)289–6018



	• Hurricane Preparedness
	(800) 427–8340



	• Emergency Information Hotline
	(800) 955–5504










MOBILE MEDICAL CARE

ISLAND DOLPHIN CARE, 150 Lorelane Place, Key Largo, FL 33037; (305) 451-5884; islanddolphincare.org. Island Dolphin Care specializes in working with special-needs children interacting with dolphins. This not-forprofit facility provides assisted therapy to children with critical illnesses, disabilities, and special needs who come from all over the world.


RURAL HEALTH NETWORK OF MONROE COUNTY, (305) 517-6613; rhnmc.org. The Rural Health Network was established to provide primary medical care and dental services to the uninsured and underinsured residents of and visitors to Monroe County. Two fully equipped RVs travel up and down the Keys to provide medical services to folks who are uninsured and might not otherwise seek primary-care treatment.


VETERINARY SERVICES

Your four-legged friends and “family” sometimes need health care, too. These pet clinics cater to their needs from the top of the Keys to Key West.


Upper Keys

ANIMAL CARE CLINIC, MM 100.6 Bayside, 100660 Overseas Hwy., Key Largo, FL 33037; (305) 453-0044; animalcareclinickeylargo.com.


Middle Keys

KEYS ANIMAL HOSPITAL, MM 52.5 Bayside, 11425 Overseas Hwy., Marathon, FL 33050; (305) 743-6250; keysanimalhospital.com.


MARATHON VETERINARY HOSPITAL, MM 52.5 Oceanside, 5001 Overseas Hwy., Marathon, FL 33050; (305) 204-7030; marathonvet.com.



Real Playboy Bunnies


Sylvilagus palustris hefneri is not the name of a Playboy centerfold, but it is the name of a marsh rabbit found on Big Pine Key in 1980. Hugh Hefner, founder and editor of Playboy magazine, funded a study that identified the species as endangered. In 2007 feral cats were killing the marsh rabbits, and Hef once again stepped in and donated funds to Stand Up For Animals to capture the cats and to ensure they would not be euthanized.





Lower Keys

CRUZ ANIMAL HOSPITAL, MM 27 Bayside, 27063 Overseas Hwy., Ramrod Key, FL 33042; (305) 872-2559; cruzanimalhospital.com.


Key West

ISLAND PAWS OF KEY WEST, (305) 859-0005; islandpawshousecalls.com.


LOWER KEYS ANIMAL CLINIC, 1456 Kennedy Dr., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-6335; lowerkeysanimalclinic.com.







Education & Child Care

The Florida Keys and Key West are served by public and private schools, pre-schools, and a community college. Thanks to a visiting institute and college degree programs at the Boca Chica Naval Air Station in the Lower Keys, students can earn bachelor’s, master’s, and even doctoral degrees without ever leaving our islands. In addition, several institutions of higher education in Miami are within commuting distance. Also included in this section is a comprehensive look at the child-care scene in the Florida Keys and Key West. We explore traditional child-care services, along with other handy (sometimes vacation-saving) options such as drop-in care, babysitting, sick-child and respite care, family child-care homes, and public after-school programs.


EDUCATION

Public Schools

The Monroe County School District oversees schools from Key Largo to Key West, including three high schools. Some elementary and middle schools within our county occupy the same building; other facilities are shared by middle and high schools. Stretching more than 100 miles, traversing 42 bridges, with more than 8,000 students attending 17 schools and centers in its jurisdiction, the Florida Keys is a unique and stimulating classroom setting.


The school system operates on a school year that runs from late Aug through early June. An elected board headed by an elected superintendent, who oversees five district representatives, governs our public schools. Board members serve four-year terms. School funding comes from Monroe County property taxes. For more information on Monroe County Public Schools, go to keysschools.com.


Charter School

BIG PINE ACADEMY, MM 30.2 Oceanside, 30220 Overseas Hwy., Big Pine Key, FL 33043; (305) 872-1266; bigpineacademy.com.


Private Schools

THE BASILICA SCHOOL OF ST. MARY STAR OF THE SEA, 700 Truman Ave., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 294-1031; basilicaschoolkeywest.com.


GRACE LUTHERAN SCHOOL, 2713 Flagler Ave., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 296-8262; glskw.org.




I Spy…


In 2004 two students doing a moth survey in the Key West Tropical Forest & Botanical Garden (see the Attractions chapter) looked up in an Arjuna almond tree, Terminalia arjuna, the only one of its kind in the garden, and discovered a Phyllops falcatus, better known as the Cuban fig-eating bat, or white-shouldered bat. This was an exciting discovery because these bats have only been known to exist in Cuba, Hispaniola, and on Grand Cayman. The appearance of the Cuban fig-eating bat is the first recorded in Florida and the first in the US.




MAY SANDS MONTESSORI CHARTER SCHOOL, 1400 United St. #110, Key West, FL 33040; (305) 293-1400; maysandsmontessori.com.


TREASURE VILLAGE MONTESSORI SCHOOL, MM 86.7 Ocean side, 86731 Overseas Hwy., Islamorada, FL 33036; (305) 852-3482; treasurevillagemontessori.com.


Additional Educational Opportunities

Residents and visitors to the Florida Keys may participate in a number of hands-on educational opportunities, such as those listed below.


MARINELAB, MARINE RESOURCES DEVELOPMENT FOUNDATION, 51 Shoreland Dr., Key Largo, FL 33037; (305) 451-1139 or (800) 741-1139; mrdf.org.


SEACAMP, 1300 Big Pine Ave., Big Pine Key, FL 33043; (305) 872-2331 or (877) 732-2267; seacamp.org.


Higher Education

THE COLLEGE OF THE FLORIDA KEYS, 5901 W. College Rd., Stock Island, FL 33040; (305) 296-9081; cfk.edu.


LIBRARIES

MONROE COUNTY PUBLIC LIBRARY


Key Largo, MM 101.4 Oceanside, (305) 451-2396


Islamorada, MM 81.5 Bayside, (305) 664-4645


Marathon, MM 48.5 Oceanside, (305) 743-5156


Big Pine, MM 31 Bayside, (305) 872-0992



Key West, 700 Fleming St., (305) 292-3595


keyslibraries.org


Each library offers a free paperback exchange and an ongoing book sale, with most titles less than $5. The libraries host numerous kid-friendly events and readings throughout the year. Call ahead or check the website for specifics.


CHILD CARE

The problem of finding good, competent child care is compounded here by a shortage of available providers at any cost. According to the National Association for the Education of Young Children, child care is the fourth-largest item in the family budget after food, housing, and taxes. Infant care (birth to age 1) and weekend and evening care are in particularly short supply in Monroe County, which encompasses the Keys. Day-to-day child care in the county generally falls into two categories: center-based care and family child-care homes. In this section we provide information on types of child-care programs and contacts for centers that serve the Florida Keys and Key West.


Resources

WESLEY HOUSE FAMILY SERVICES, Coordinating Agency, 1304 Truman Ave., Key West, FL 33040; (305) 809-5000; wesleyhouse.org. Wesley House offers and actively recruits for a 3-hour course covering basic health and safety issues to persons who wish to operate registered family child-care homes.


Types of Programs

This section describes the center-and home-based child-care options available to parents in Monroe County.


Child-Care/Preschool Centers

The minimum state licensing requirements dictate that a child-care center must hold a valid license from the Health and Rehabilitative Services (HRS) Department of the State of Florida. The license must be posted in a conspicuous place within the center.


The center must adhere to the number of children for which it is licensed, and it must maintain the minimum staff-to-child ratio for each age level: younger than age 1, 1 teacher for every 4 children; age 1, 1 to 6; age 2, 1 to 11; age 3, 1 to 15; age 4, 1 to 20; and age 5, 1 to 25. We stress that this is the minimum ratio, which may not be suffcient to give your child the level of care you desire.


Licensing standards mandate health and safety requirements and staff training requirements. These include child abuse and neglect training, a 20-hour child-care training course, a 10-hour specialized training module, and 8 hours of in-service training annually. In addition, there must be one CPR-and firstaid-certified person on-site during business hours. Some centers are prepared to accept infants; others are not.


Some child-care centers are exempt from HRS licensing. They are accredited and monitored by religious agencies, the school board, or the military. Contact Wesley House (see listing under Resources, opposite) for a list of HRS-licensed and license-exempt child-care/preschool centers in the Florida Keys and Key West. Unfortunately, no child-care centers are open weekends or evenings in the Keys.


Family Child-Care Homes

Family child-care is considered by the State of Florida to encompass home-based child care with five or fewer preschool-age children from more than one family unrelated to the caregiver. Any preschool children living in the home must be included in the maximum number of children allowed. The adult who provides the child care is usually referred to as a family child-care home operator.


Some counties in Florida require that family child-care homes be licensed. Monroe Country, which includes the Florida Keys, requires only registration with the Department of Health and Rehabilitative Services. Every adult in the household must be screened. Registration requires no on-site inspection of the home for minimum health, safety, and sanitation standards, however. Nor is there a requirement that the family child-care operator have CPR or first-aid training.


Military programs are exempt from this registration. They have their own accreditation procedures and are available only to family members of military personnel.


Wesley House offers and actively recruits for a 3-hour course covering basic health and safety issues to persons who wish to operate registered family child-care homes.


Public After-School Programs

Many public schools in the Florida Keys and Key West run their own after-hours programs for school-age children from 2:15 to 5:30 p.m. and also on school holidays and summer weekdays. Most schools charge for this service.


For more information about services available at schools throughout the Keys, visit keysschools.com.


Babysitting

Personal knowledge of the person you choose to care for your child in your absence is the best of all possible worlds, but it isn’t always a reality. If you are a visitor to the Florida Keys or a newly relocated resident, you may have to take a leap of faith and entrust your child to someone you do not know. Therefore, you should check references. For referrals, contact Wesley House (305-809-5000) or ask the concierge at your hotel.
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