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  Welcome to Key West


  “Forty-two degrees in Dallas, six degrees in Boston, snowing from Maine to Washington. The only warm place in the entire country on this February day is Key West, Florida, where the temperature is eighty-two. Even Miami is experiencing an unusual cold spell of fifty-five degrees.” This weather report simply confirms what most inhabitants of the southernmost tip of the continental United States already know: Key West is a tropical paradise.


  Many years ago, my husband and partner, Jon Aron, and I produced a coffee table–style book, Nantucket Island Living. It had just been released when we received a message from our editor: “How would you guys like to do a book on Key West houses this winter?” The timing was perfect. Since we lived on Nantucket Island, off the coast of Massachusetts, where the winter can be rather bleak, the prospect of having such a plum job plunked into our laps was heavenly. Jon was a photographer and art director and we had collaborated on over forty books together. We had never been to Key West, but we had many friends who owned houses, or spent part of the winter there and had suggested that we would love this southernmost island. They vehemently boasted, “It’s not like any other place in the state of Florida.”


  We rented a house for two months and left to spend February and March in the southernmost city in the United States. Little did we know how little we didn’t know. Jon had been used to photographing with the diffused lighting of Nantucket and was totally unprepared for the extremely bright light in Key West. When I wasn’t contacting homeowners to shoot their homes, I was in the library doing research. At that time, Key West was pretty rustic, if not downright shabby. The homeowners whose houses we included in that first book became friends. Over the years many moved to other homes that we photographed for magazine articles and then produced another book, Key West: A Tropical Lifestyle, in 2007. We returned every winter since that first book was published, making friends, and becoming part of this community. I began writing a weekly newspaper column, “At Home in Key West,” for the Key West Citizen. And then, two years ago, during the pandemic, while working on a book about grief (Jon had died the year before), I realized it was time for a new book about the cottages of Key West. The style of the houses and the lifestyle of its residents were changing. Gentrification, here as elsewhere, was creeping into Key West, and this funky little out-of-the-way place, was being discovered by a new crop of potential homeowners.


  As more people began working from home, it was no longer necessary to commute to an office. People began to realize they could choose desirable places anywhere in the country from which to work. With its consistently good weather, real estate in Key West soared in value. The little Conch cottages were being bought up, remodeled, and were contributing to the gentrification of the island. I wanted to find the best of these renovations, done with taste and respect for what Key West has held most valuable: individuality, its history, its culture, its creativity, and most of all a sense of being connected to the community. And although gentrification of Key West is celebrated by some and opposed by others, the fact remains that people who have the means to go anywhere in the world keep coming back to this place. Key West grows on you. It just feels good to be here.


  While Key West is changing, many of the locals long for the old days when they could belly up to the bar at Sloppy Joe’s or the Green Parrott and talk about the famous writers like Ernest Hemingway or Tennessee Williams who held forth, on those same stools, with a good yarn. They mourn the changes. But a vast number of like-minded people appreciate a place with history, a place where the community is committed to preserving a laid-back lifestyle, where artists and millionaires live side by side and you can’t tell the difference, and everyone appreciates the natural beauty and has a healthy respect for the environment.


  Each time we returned we would ask ourselves, “What is it that intrigues us so about this little spit of land located 150 miles south of Miami and ninety miles north of Cuba?” For one thing, it is the only subtropical city in the continental United States, which means the weather is consistently beautiful year-round. For another, it is an island that is connected to the mainland, but only barely, by a two-lane highway to Miami, with water on both sides of the road. It is only four miles long and one mile wide and, for the most part, is surrounded by a coral reef. This sets it apart from the rest of Florida and pretty much guarantees the small-town community atmosphere that has always prevailed, even with its
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  year-round population of 35,000 permanent residents. During the season, Key West plays host to over two million visitors from around the world, many coming in on cruise ships that, until the pandemic, docked routinely at Mallory Square. While most residents find this a negative aspect of daily living, others feel the positive impact of the revenue they generate. Control over size and number of ships in port has caused an ongoing political battle as they begin to return.


  There is the Tropic Cinema, a first-run, state-of-the-art movie theater, the Studios of Key West offering exhibits and art classes, Books and Books, a top-notch independent bookstore, the Key West Symphony, many live performances at local theaters, music of all venues, over two hundred restaurants, a variety of historic buildings offering exciting exhibits and social events, the Monroe County Library that hosts author presentations, and an overwhelming number of outdoor activities—in the dead of winter!


  It is an island where the preferred mode of transportation is still the bicycle; everything is within walking distance, unlike the rest of Florida with its superhighways. And while gentrification is on the move, it is happening here at a typical Key West pace.


  For several months last year, I had the privilege of being in many homes around town. They are owned by people who saw and felt something in this community that made them want to belong. Some of the homeowners have been here for a lifetime, some are newly arrived, some are from other countries, and many from every state in the Union. The variety of homeowners on this island is as varied as it has always been, coming here from all walks of life and contributing to the island image of being an offbeat, laid back, interesting place. Key West is the perfect vacation place for many, and the final destination for others. But what is obvious about the community is that Key West is ruled by tolerance, kindness, devotion to community, and a respect for idiosyncrasy. A quirkiness prevails. The residents are independent, offbeat, and have been drawn here by the weather first and foremost, as well as a lifestyle that has attracted free spirits since its inception. While there are beautiful mansions on the waterfront, and large estates throughout the island, the prevailing structures are small shotgun houses and wood-frame cottages once built to house the cigarmakers who came from Cuba to work in the cigar factories. These structures are called Conch cottages (pronounced “kongk”), which means all things local, and make up the overwhelming charm of Old Town. Key West has become a small town with a sophisticated mentality. It overflows with cultural events featuring internationally known figures. Through all its changes, Key West has never lost its fundamental joie de vivre.


  While working on this book, I’ve not only found incredibly interesting homes, but also homeowners who are committed to being part of this community. And their homes reflect a sense of style and good taste, infused with local paintings and crafts, collections from world travels, local sources, and salvaged materials from historic buildings. All the homes are designed for easy indoor/outdoor living that reflects a tropical lifestyle. Some incorporate the newest gadgets, unpretentious, offhandedly chic furnishings, and fascinating approaches to designing gardens. Others reflect a desire to preserve the past with respect for its history. Owning a home in Key West is a privilege and the homes included here are just a small example of the breadth of creativity found throughout Key West.


  Gentrification, in many desirable places, often manifests itself by whitewashing the things inherent to a building’s history and location. I was fearful that Key West was in danger of losing its edginess
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  The Birth of a Book


  

  

  

  A Brief History of Florida’s Southernmost Island
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  Small Houses
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  Whenever I am working on a magazine article or a book, I am always asked, “How do you find the houses to photograph?” It’s a good question. I start with one or two recommendations from someone whose opinion I trust. In this case I relied on my friend Michael Pelkey, whose innate good taste and the respect he has earned in Key West as an interior designer were invaluable. I have been in Key West for over thirty-two years and have been in some terrific houses that I was grateful to be able to include as well. And then one house leads to another, and I find my inbox full of suggestions for “a house you must see.” Specifically, I was interested in mostly small Conch cottages that have been creatively renovated and decorated with respect for the history of the house and where it fits into the fabric of the island. I always interview homeowners so that I can tell in their words what they saw in the house that spoke to them, what they did to enhance it and why, and to tell their story in an informative and interesting way. I always say, “Your home tells the story of who you are.” The homeowners are part of the Key West community and how they interact with the island and what they do here is as interesting as what they did to improve their homes.


  I am incredibly grateful for Michael’s good taste and intuitive instinct. He styled the rooms with respect for the homeowners and in a way that enhanced how they live and enjoy sharing their homes. The chosen houses were just a handful of those we could have included, had there been more room. It was my intent to present a variety of styles so that you, the reader, would get as broad a view as possible of Key West style and maybe come away with some ideas to incorporate into your own homes wherever you live. The gardens too were as important as the houses and I’m indebted to those experts who offered advice on tropical gardening. The following homeowners and extraordinary experts in their fields made this book possible. I am indebted to them for opening their doors to me, Michael, and Tamara for her exquisite photographs, without hesitation and to the experts who offered advice. They are: Laura Barletta, William Marraccini, Kate Hoffman-Brown, Don Desrosiers, Will Dewey, Fran Decker, Kenny Weschler (gardener), Terje Stenstad, Ralph Firestone, Gary Merriman, Jill Gudoian, Henrik Holbaek, Claus Jensen, Craig Reynolds (landscape architect), Gregory Long, Scot Newman, Brenda Donnelly, Billy Foster, Hal Bromm, Doneley Meris, Carrie Disrud-Joris, Tom Joris, Harvey Klinger, Don Bowie, Marge and Rick Holtz, Matt Talley, Ricky Hamilton, Jerry Eller, Helen Harrison, Ben Harrison, Mitzi Krabill, Bonnie Jones, Jim Racchi, Susan Sugar, Don Beck, Larry Eynon, Elizabeth Chamberlain, Elizabeth Young, head of the Arts Council, Dawn Wilkins, Christine Scarsella of Art@830, and Ron of Harpoon Harry’s.


  I am extremely grateful for having Lauren Younker as my editor at Pineapple Press, for her patience, understanding, and consummate professionalism; production editor Jessica Thwaite, for her unending patience; and Kaska Kwiecien for coming to my rescue with the editing of photographs and for her computer skills. There aren’t enough ways to thank my agent and friend of more than twenty years. Linda Konner has always worked tirelessly on my behalf, going the extra mile when representing my best interests. I am a better writer because of her diligence and patience. And to all the folks of Key West who read my column in the Key West Citizen each week and who let me know when a subject is of particular interest. I am grateful to be part of this very accepting community.


  —Leslie Linsley





  About the Author


  Leslie Linsley is one of this country’s best-known authors of crafts, decorating, and home-style books, which include over seventy titles. While in college majoring in journalism, Leslie sold her first book, Decoupage: A New Look at an Old Craft (Doubleday). It led to a long and successful career in publishing. For many years Linsley, with her graphic-designer husband Jon Aron, packaged and produced dozens of how- to craft books for major publishers. With the publication of Nantucket Style in 1990, she then moved into writing books on architecture and interior design with a focus on lifestyle about how people decorate, renovate, restore, and live in their homes.


  Aside from books about Nantucket and Key West, Florida, she has partnered with Country Living Magazine for several publications. Linsley divides her time between Nantucket Island (where she has lived most of her life) and Key West and writes a weekly newspaper column, “At Home in Key West” for the Key West Citizen, and contributes to many national magazines. Leslie has been a guest on Good Morning America,
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