







Grits & Grunts

Cover Story

Once upon a time there was a Key West Conch who struck it rich. Nobody never knew whether he had hit bolita or found a pot of gold. Anyway, he and his wife decided they would live it up by taking a little trip to New York. Her husband reminded her of that old song:

Went to the Astor House to dine;

Liked Mrs. Astor’s cookin’ fine!

For some reason or other she had her heart set on the Waldorf Astoria, so the Waldorf it was. But in no time at all she became fed up with the Waldorf’s haute cuisine and told her husband if he didn’t wire Key West to send up a sack of grits1 and a barrel of grunts2, she was going home. “I guess you know that grits and grunts is us Conchs’ favorite eats.”

Well, the grits and grunts got there soon enough, and the cordon bleu French chefs at the Waldorf cooked them up, according to her directions.

So they stayed up there until the grits and grunts ran out, and then came on back to Key West and lived happily ever after.

1 A type of food common in the southern United States consisting of coarsely ground corn, Zea mays.

2 Haemulon plumieri, a small ocean fish whose name is derived from its habit of emitting a series of mournful grunts upon being pulled from the water.
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Mario Sanchez portrays here life on Division Street, thus called because it divided the island, north to south, though now it’s called Truman Avenue. The Key West electric trolley ran up and down Division.


Folks on The Rock
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Like one of Darwin’s Galapagos finches, a unique species of folklife and culture evolved in the splendid isolation afforded by the Florida Keys archipelago during the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries.

This string of uplifted coral isles, stretching 108 miles from the tip of the Florida peninsula to Key West, and beyond through the Marquesas and Dry Tortugas, was settled in the main by people representing three disparate cultures: Anglo via the Bahamas, Hispanic via Cuba, Afro from both of those islands, and a bit of Anglo and Afro from the American mainland as well.
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The Rock, Key West, Cayo Hueso—no matter what you call it, it’s one and the same piece of limestone, three miles wide and five miles long, surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean on the east and Gulf of Mexico on the west. Here lived the thirteen thousand–odd people who comprised the community described in this book.
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Residential Key West was two-faced—one which looked like this, two-storied Bahama-style homes held together with wooden dowel pins instead of nails . . .
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. . . and the other which looked like this—small one-story cottages, most of which were built by the Gato Cigar Factory to house its imported Cuban cigarmakers. Before the FERA Feds took over the island in 1935, you could turn almost any corner in Key West, and this is what you would see—unpainted silver-gray wooden structures, which salt air, sun, wind, and rain had given a satinlike patina on which you could write your name with a fingertip.

Given its geographic dimensions—Key West being just three miles by five—separatism was a physical impossibility. Intimate coexistence and shared environment, resources, and experiences were all dictated by the circumstances, so “togetherness” was a must. Everybody knew everybody, by sight if not by nickname. It was this combination of factors, especially during the long period when the only communication was by sea, that gave rise to a distinct Florida Keys culture.

In those halcyon days Key West, in its splendid isolation, was Mother Nature’s social laboratory, in which she demonstrated that different peoples could not only get along, but also share diverse cultures and actually enjoy one another’s company.

This is not to say that there was never any friction or conflict. To begin with, Key West was very much a Jim Crow town. The Ku Klux Klan, composed entirely of Anglos—never a Latino—was very much in evidence. Even so, Ellen Welters Sanchez, born in 1902 and interviewed in 1982 by Christopher Cox for his excellent book A Key West Companion, had this to say:

“Key West was wonderful when I was a girl. It was the manner in which we lived. Everybody had a feeling for each other. . . . There were no problems. Where I was born, over on Smith Street, it was white and black on the block—judges, lawyers, doctors all lived down there among us. All their children and we sang together, danced together; we didn’t know any differences. I have some of those friends now. When they meet me, they be glad to see me. It makes you feel so good. They feel good and I feel good.”
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In 1940, the Key West waterfront, like the street fronts, was looking beat-up, unpainted, and picturesque.
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The Cuban Club, or Sociedad Cuba, built in 1900 and burned in 1981, was for generations the focal point of the Latin community’s social life. Here the menfolk played dominoes until all hours and Grand Balls were held on weekends, with all maidens duly chaperoned.
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Time was (up until World War II) when living room in Key West and the Keys was not just a prerogative of the rich. You could pull your travel trailer over to one side or the other of the Overseas Highway and live it up without answering to anyone. And you could purchase an outlying Key for a few hundred bucks in back taxes.

There was a tendency for the Conchs, being Anglo-Saxon and English-speaking, to fancy that they were a cut above the darker-skinned and Spanish-speaking Cubans. But then, as intellectual, literary, and artistic figures in the Cuban community began to assert themselves, any pretence of Conch superiority was hard put to defend itself. Happily, in short order intermarriage rendered the question moot.

There was a time, however, when there was a tangible border between the area known as Conchtown and the Cuban sector known as Gato’s Village. One segment of that boundary came to be known as Hell Street because of the rock-throwing melees that took place between Conch and Cubano youth. Large crates were used as fortresses, and Concos even trained their dogs to recognize and attack Cubans, and vice versa.

By far the most densely populated of the islands, Key West has always set the tone, for better or worse, for folks on the other Keys. To establish residence anywhere between Florida City on the mainland and Key West was “going back to nature” in the absence of the amenities of “civilization.” Key West, on the other hand, by virtue of being a deep-water maritime port and strategically located naval base (not to mention its earlier status as a world capital of shipwreck salvage and auction) has always manifested a pronounced cosmopolitan flavor.

Key West’s status as a cultural oasis (second only to New Orleans) in the feudal South was markedly enhanced during the latter quarter of the nineteenth century by the coming from Havana of the hand-rolled-cigar industry. Besides making Key West the largest city in Florida, and most affluent per capita in the U.S., the industry brought with it a certain erudition not to be found among the workers in other Southern industries.

The Cuban cigarmakers hired lectores to sit upon a platform and read to them all day—not only newspapers, but also the classics such as those of Cervantes, Hugo, and Tolstoy. In addition, they brought in opera, theatre, and dance troupes from Europe and Latin America. As folk lives went, theirs was urban, not rural, and sophisticated rather than provincial.

For decades comparzas embellished the Key West cultural scene. This colorful street dance is said to have evolved in Cuba, based on the manner in which slaves, being bound together with a long leg chain, were obliged to kick their bound legs in unison as they were marched from one place to another. Abelardo Boza founded and directed a comparza dance group that performed regularly at the Havana Madrid Club on Front Street. In the 1940s comparzas enlivened street dances and public celebrations. By 1988 the comparza was on its last legs. Boza complained that “the remaining Cuban girls aren’t interested, and the Concos can’t move their hips right, no matter how hard they try.”
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Abelardo Boza, founder and director of the comparza dance group which for decades embellished the Key West cultural scene, is shown in foreground with his wife, during a performance at the Havana Madrid Club. The dancer on his right is Edith Aguilar Ogden, wife of the author.
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Periodically peeved at something Uncle Sam is or is not doing, Key Westers are in the habit of “seceding” from the Union and proclaiming a Conch Republic. This flag, featuring a conch rampant against a blazing sun, was hoisted in 1982.

In the relatively free-for-all cultural give-and-take that occurred on The Rock, there was some tendency for one culture to predominate in certain areas of folklife, and others in others. In time the sense of common identity that came to embrace all the peoples on the Keys found expression in their adoption of the appellation “Conch.” Today, after seven years’ residence in Key West, one becomes a “freshwater conch.”

Originally a title proudly worn by Anglo-Bahamians, it came to be a generic label for any and all residents of the Keys, regardless of race or culture of origin. No comparable degree of common identity has ever been achieved on the Florida mainland, where the appellation “Cracker” continues to be reserved “for whites only.”

Conch identity, on the other hand, has reached such a stage that whenever Tallahassee or Washington promulgates something distasteful to Keys folk, they threaten to secede and form a “Conch Republic.” This predilection for self-government goes way back, even unto 1821 when Florida became a territory of the United States and Key Westers decided to designate their head man not “Mayor” but “President.”

Although Key West cannot claim to have lived under eight flags like its coastal counterpart Fernandina at the northern end of the state, it has seen flags enough, including the skull-and-crossbones emblem of pirates, known as the Jolly Roger. Key Westers like to tell how, during the Civil War when The Rock remained in Union hands, Caroline Lowe periodically unfurled the Stars and Bars of the Confederacy from the balcony of her home at Duval and Caroline Streets. It always disappeared before irate Union soldiers could climb the stairs, and it was not until after the war that its hiding place—a hollowed-out rail—was discovered.

During that war any number of Conchs became engaged in smuggling goods to the Confederacy through the Union blockade. On one occasion when a boatload of blockade-runners was halted out in the Gulf Stream by a Union gunboat demanding to know their nationality, the men on board hoisted a conch shell on an oar and replied “Conch.” The Navy men, not being well versed on the nations in the Caribbean, let it pass.
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“Barracoon” built by Key Westers to house the slaves “rescued” at sea from an illicit slave smuggler. Hundreds died here while waiting to be shipped back to Africa and hundreds more died on the way.

A great deal of acculturation had already taken place between Africans and their “host” cultures prior to arrival on the Keys, and the process continued despite the constraints of the legally and extra-legally imposed system of racial segregation which was part and parcel of the process of “Americanization” throughout the South. Needless to say, during slave days the status of both the slaves and free blacks was very different from that of anyone else. Abolition of the slave trade prompted legislation prohibiting free blacks to enter and settle down in Florida. Some Key Westers had some misgivings about this “Free Negro Act.”

Justice of the Peace Richard Fitzpatrick, for example, was highly indignant, and brought a court case in which he argued, “The [Florida Territorial] Legislature could not have intended to say, that a free person of colour in traveling from New York to Louisiana, shall not pass along the publick roads of Florida, or if he did, should be taken up and confined in jail until it was convenient to the arresting officer to send him out of the Territory; nor could they have intended to say that a vessel passing on a voyage from New York to New Orleans, with a crew of free colour’d persons on board, shall not stop at Key West or St. Marks to repair damages after a gale of wind, without incurring the liability of having those crews seized and sent to jail.” In a later decision, the judge held that a free black who had been a resident of Florida prior to enactment of the law could leave the state and return without running any risk of deportation.
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La Africana was a catch-basin on Front Street across from the Marine Hospital, where runaway slaves, slaves rescued from slave ships, free persons of color who put into port as hands on merchant ships, and slaves freed by the Emancipation Proclamation—as well as a few Cuban émigrés—were consigned during the latter half of the nineteenth century. A latter-day tourist book describing La Africana says, “Businesses thrived there and residents lived harmoniously in this close-knit community. White residents living in the vicinity were not intimidated by the presence of their colorful neighbors.”

Evidently not satisfied with such interpretations, the City Fathers of Key West adopted Black Codes of their own. An ordinance of 1847 made it unlawful for any ship’s captain to bring any free blacks or mulattoes into Key West, and an 1854 refinement provided that if a ship having free blacks among its crew was driven into Key West by storm or other such exigency, the captain would not be punished, but the blacks would have to remain on board, or at least not venture off the wharf.

A curfew bell was rung each night at nine o’clock. Blacks away from their homes at the sound of the bell were allowed a half-hour in which to get where they belonged. After that, any white person could seize them and take them off to prison, the penalty being a fine of $2, or up to thirty-nine lashes, at the discretion of the mayor. Exemptions were allowed if the colored person was accompanied by some white, or had a note attesting that they were on some errand on behalf of owner or employer.

The curfew also forbade any colored person to “beat a drum, or play upon a tambourine, or violin, or any musical instrument or any thing whatever, by which the peace and quiet of the citizens may be disturbed.” This taboo went into effect at the sound of the bell. The edict went on that colored persons “shall not assemble together . . . for the purpose of dancing, singing, praying or for any other purpose whatever, without first obtaining the written permission of the Mayor or of some member of the Corporation (township).”
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The Flat-Foot Floogies. This barefoot ensemble of foot-slapping dancers appeared spontaneously outside of Hemingway’s house during World War II, dancing to a hit tune of the day, “Flat-Foot Floogies with a Floy-Floy.”
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Mario Sanchez called this “Protein for the Hot Women,” as you will note that the vendors are selling fish and all the women here are pregnant. But also note that the scene on this Key West street is racially mixed (except for the cats, which are all orange in the original).

During 1860 on the eve of the Civil War U.S. gunboats brought into Key West a total of 1,432 slaves who were found aboard a slave ship. Key Westers hastily constructed a frame “barracoon” (temporary slave barracks) 225 feet long and 25 feet wide on Whitehead Point. While housed there, 294 slaves died and were buried in a trench on the beach. The survivors were turned over to the American Colonization Society for “repatriation” to Liberia.

Without waiting for Lincoln to issue his Emancipation Proclamation, the Union commander in Key West, a Colonel Morgan, proclaimed in 1862 that thenceforth he was going to pay wages to the forty-odd slaves he had leased from their Key West owners to work on the construction of Fort Taylor. Prior thereto, the U.S. had paid the slave owners a total of $1,200 per month for their collective labors.

In both the Bahamas and Cuba the “color line” was far more flexible than in America, and more a matter of societal practice than anything else. Segregation imposed by law was something entirely new to the immigrants who came to the Keys from those islands. And, of course, much more than segregation was involved. The system of white supremacy that prevailed throughout the South, the Keys included, imposed gross discrimination against blacks in the educational, vocational, political, and social spheres.

The newcomers to the Keys sorted themselves out racially with such grace as they could muster, and there were few if any instances of the laws being invoked to diagnose anyone’s racial identity. A notable exception to this came in 1889, when circuit judge James Dean, a black who had finished first in his law class at Howard University, was defrocked by the governor of Florida for having married a white man and a black woman. The man in the case insisted that he was half black, although he looked white. Dean appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, but his dismissal was upheld, and he died a pauper in Jacksonville.

Despite some juggling for status, the white community, where the Bahamian, Cuban, and American cultures coexisted, experienced a more or less egalitarian relationship with one another. Blacks, whether their cultural background was Bahamian, Cuban, or American, were compressed into a “colored town” on the southeastern end of Key West, on the west side of Whitehead Street, resulting in what might be described as compulsory acculturation.

There was some division along occupational lines, but these were not rigid and no absolute monopolies existed. Sponging was predominantly Bahamian, and cigarmaking predominantly Cuban. But when it came to rumrunning and alien smuggling, everybody got a piece of the action.

As to all the various elements that go to make up folklife and culture, everyone kept what they wanted and borrowed what they wanted. Since the Bahamians shared with Americans the heritage of language and such hand-me-downs as “London Bridge,” they felt that, unlike the Cubans, they didn’t need any Americanization. So, they clung to their out-island Bahamian dialect.

Cubans, especially those attending school at the Convent of Mary Immaculate, run by French Canadians, learned mainstream English. Although Spanish was discouraged (by whipping) on Key West’s public school grounds, it was as prevalent as English everywhere else. The Rock became a bilingual community par excellence.

Not until 1989 did dominant “good ol’ boys” in the Florida Legislature in its Panhandle wisdom enact an “English only” official language statute. The rash of such jingoistic laws is ironic at best in a land where the merits of diversity are touted almost everywhere. The effect of such ill-conceived attempts at cultural hegemony has always been cultural dissonance. Whether undertaken in Spain, France, Britain, America, or elsewhere, the establishment of an official language, like official religion, has ever been a harbinger of oppression and strife. In Florida’s case the resulting cultural dissonance was exemplified the very next day after the law was passed. A silver-haired lady of Cuban descent, tending her bodega in Key West, was asked in Spanish by an obviously Anglo customer whether she had any ripe plantains for sale. Almost fainting for fear that a government agent was seeking to entrap her, she finally managed to whisper in English, “We aren’t allowed to speak that language anymore.”
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Hot dogs and burgers, yes. But you haven’t lived until you’ve tried such traditional Key West goodies as platanos, mariquitas, chicharones, and bollitos.

It is a striking and significant fact that on The Rock the blacks who had Bahamian or Cuban backgrounds had been able to conserve far more of their African cultures than those coming from the American mainland. One such survival is the practice of black magic and the casting and uncasting of spells, which the Bahamians refer to as “obeah,” the Cubans as “brujeria,” and the Americans as “voodoo.” One practitioner, “Chucker” Edwards, quoted in the Key West Citizen on the eve of World War II, boasted that he had a mojo idol that was “so tough it ate steel wool for breakfast.”

But while the black African beat was to be heard, with infinite variation, in the musical idioms of all three groups, in the culinary realm it was the Creole Cuban cuisine that captured the island. Everybody on The Rock, whether Cuban, Bahamian, Afro, Cracker, or Yankee, was hooked on Cuban bread, Cuban sandwiches, Cuban coffee, yellow rice, black beans, garbanzo soup, paella, and, for dessert, flan (caramelized egg custard) or guava shells with cream cheese. If an after-dinner demitasse is served, it might as well have a splash of Bacardi.
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Author’s wife Edith, with a tropical fruit known as soursop, Key West, 1938.
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These young entrepreneurs are peddling Spanish limes—which are not limes or any other kind of citrus, but a tropical fruit with one large seed and a bit of aromatic pulp.

Among snacks, too, it is the Cuban bollos calientes (hot balls) that dominated the Key West scene. Made of black-eyed pea meal and heavily seasoned with garlic and black pepper, then fried in olive oil, the bollo is a cousin of the Cracker hush-puppy and the Arabic falafel. The aroma of their cooking once wafted over the entire island. The trade winds never smelled so good!

The Bahamian Conchs still fondly remember their traditional pigeon peas, rice, and loggerhead fin, but with sea turtles on the endangered species list (and even before that) they are as happy with the Cuban chicken and rice as anybody else.

Whatever their respective backgrounds, Key Westers know just what to do with such tubers as malanga and yucca and with such fruits as anon, soursop (guanabana), Spanish limes (mamoncillo), tamarind, papaya, sugar apple, and mango. For the former (boiled, sliced, and served cold like a potato salad), there is a bottled mojo dressing consisting in the main of liquefied garlic; and for the latter, recipes for both beverages and sherbets.

One cherished recipe is to Key West what the sazerac is to New Orleans. All you have to do is insert a jigger or two of rum into a coconut and then leave it out in the sun until it boils over. Another cross-cultural Key West concoction, a bit more complex, is compuesta, which calls for pouring anisette over rock sugar crystals and a twist of orange peel, and stirring with a stick of cinnamon.

A Conch contribution to the lingua franca to be heard on The Rock was “sour-belly”—which everyone understood to mean the red table wine that you could buy for fifty cents a gallon if you took your own glass jug to be filled. On the other hand, everyone took to the Cuban idea of the cantina, which often provided nothing but take-outs. Anytime you didn’t feel like cooking, or eating out, all you had to do was send someone in the family to the cantina, where black beans and yellow rice could always be had, plus several platos del dia. If you didn’t own a four-tiered tin cantina, you simply took a pot.

[image: image]

The cantina was another of the venerable Spanish institutions that came to Key West via Cuba, put down roots, and flourishes to this day. One of the brothers is displaying a real five-tiered tin cantina, assuring a five-course meal with no mixing of sauces.

Another shared culinary institution on the Keys, no doubt of Bahamian origin since it is known to all as “sour,” is a Coke bottle full of pure Key Lime juice, preserved with a teaspoon of salt. A bottle of sour was de rigeur on every table, whether household or café, like tomato ketchup on the mainland. You shake it on just about everything—salads (especially conch), fish, meats, soups, etc.

Sour is definitely a survivor, but many another tradition lives only in memory—such as the “walking dairy,” the custom of milking from cows that were walked from door to door. Also not forgotten are the loaves of hot Cuban bread left on one’s doorstep each morning and Brazo Fuerte (Strong Arm) coffee, dark-roasted over a buttonwood fire.

[image: image]
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In this Mario Sanchez portrayal called “Old Island Days No. 33,” the man to the right is milking the cow for immediate delivery of what his box says is “Milk on the Hoof.”

[image: image]

In the Depression days of the ’30s, no one had much money. At the Manuel Sanchez Cafe, owned by Mario’s uncle and shown here in the middle, “No Credit” was the motto, though occasionally friends were exempted. The man on the right was known as Kill’em Gray, the Chicken Thief.


Anything for a Living

[image: image]

The story of Key West, ever since whites and blacks displaced the natives, might well be told in terms of what its inhabitants have done for a living, namely: pirating, wrecking, fishing, turtling, sponging, rumrunning, cigarmaking, defense, and tourism.

Occupations, at all times and places, have always been a major determinant of lifestyles and cultures, and Key West has been no exception. In fact, whenever its occupations changed, whether for natural or man-made reasons, Key West changed.

One by one, these ways of making a living have come and gone, and today little remains but tourism. Globally, tourism has sometimes proven to be a blessing for the inhabitants, and sometimes even for the environment. But in the case of Key West, it has been devastating for both, leaving only the financially independent, pleasure-seeking newcomers happy. But let us save that for last and begin by taking a look back at some of the things that Key Westers did for a living in the past.

Brethren of the Coast

Original natives used the Keys as a fishing ground and point of departure for trade by canoe with Cuba. But when the Spaniards struck gold in Central and South America and started shipping it back to Spain by way of the Florida coast, pirates of many nationalities began to lie in wait for treasure ships.

When the United States “purchased” Florida for $5,000,000 in 1819, it dispatched Commodore David Porter, who had helped rid the Mediterranean’s Barbary Coast of pirates, to set sail for Key West with
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