
key west florida history

key west florida history is a rich tapestry woven from diverse cultural influences,
strategic military significance, and unique geographic features. This island city, located at
the southernmost point of the continental United States, has a fascinating past that dates
back thousands of years. From its early Native American inhabitants to Spanish explorers,
pirates, and American settlers, Key West has played a pivotal role in maritime trade, naval
defense, and tourism development. Understanding Key West Florida history provides
insight into its transformation from a remote outpost to a vibrant cultural and economic
hub. This article explores the major historical periods, notable events, and key figures that
shaped Key West into the iconic destination it is today. The following sections offer a
detailed overview of Key West Florida’s history, including its indigenous roots, colonial
era, role in the Civil War, and 20th-century growth.
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Early Inhabitants and Exploration
Before European contact, Key West Florida history begins with the indigenous peoples
who inhabited the Florida Keys region. The Calusa and Tequesta tribes were among the
earliest known Native American groups to occupy the area. These native groups lived
primarily from fishing, hunting, and gathering, taking advantage of the rich marine
ecosystem surrounding the islands. Archaeological evidence shows that the Florida Keys
were inhabited for thousands of years, with shell mounds and artifacts discovered across
the region.

Pre-Columbian Era
The pre-Columbian era in Key West was marked by small, nomadic communities that
utilized the island’s natural resources. These groups left behind middens—large heaps of
shells and bones—that provide valuable information about their diet and lifestyle. The lack
of fresh water sources on Key West meant that permanent settlements were limited, but
the area was still an important seasonal fishing and gathering site.



European Exploration
Key West’s recorded history began with European explorers in the early 16th century. The
island was first noted by Spanish explorers, who named it "Cayo Hueso," meaning "Bone
Island," a reference to the numerous human bones found on the island, likely from
indigenous burial grounds. Spanish explorers such as Juan Ponce de León and later
Hernando de Soto passed through the area, although permanent European settlement did
not occur for many years.

Colonial Period and Spanish Influence
The colonial period in Key West Florida history is characterized by Spanish control and
intermittent occupation. Spain claimed Florida for over two centuries, and Key West
played a minor but strategic role during this time. The island’s location near shipping
lanes made it a valuable lookout point and a potential haven for ships navigating the
treacherous waters of the Gulf Stream.

Spanish Rule and Settlement Attempts
During the 17th and 18th centuries, Spain’s hold on Key West was tenuous. The island was
often unoccupied or lightly inhabited, primarily by fishermen and occasional settlers. The
Spanish used Key West as a stopover for ships traveling between the mainland and the
Caribbean. Attempts to establish permanent settlements were hampered by harsh living
conditions and the threat of piracy.

Transfer to the United States
Key West officially became part of the United States in 1821 as a result of the Adams-Onís
Treaty, which ceded Florida from Spain to the U.S. This transfer marked a new chapter in
Key West Florida history, opening the door to American development and military
presence. The U.S. government recognized the island’s strategic value and began
fortifying the area to protect its interests in the Gulf of Mexico.

Maritime Significance and Pirate Activity
Key West’s location at the crossroads of major shipping routes made it a hotspot for
maritime activity, including trade, shipwreck salvaging, and piracy. The island’s
surrounding coral reefs and shoals created hazardous navigation conditions, leading to
numerous shipwrecks that shaped the local economy and culture.

Pirates and Privateers
During the 17th and 18th centuries, Key West was frequented by pirates and privateers
who used the island as a base for raiding Spanish ships. Figures such as Black Caesar and



other infamous pirates operated in the region, taking advantage of the island’s isolation
and natural harbors. Pirate legends remain a colorful part of Key West’s historical
narrative.

Wrecking Industry
One of the most significant aspects of Key West Florida history is the wrecking industry.
Local residents became expert salvagers, recovering goods and cargo from ships that ran
aground on the nearby reefs. This industry brought considerable wealth to Key West in the
19th century and was a major factor in the island’s economic growth. Wreckers operated
with government licenses, and their efforts helped establish Key West as a prosperous
maritime community.

Key West During the Civil War
The Civil War period was a defining moment in Key West Florida history. Although Florida
seceded from the Union, Key West remained under Union control throughout the conflict.
Its strategic location made it a vital outpost for the Union Navy, which used the island to
enforce blockades and launch operations in the Gulf of Mexico.

Union Stronghold
Key West’s Union garrison was one of the largest in the South during the Civil War. Fort
Zachary Taylor, a coastal fortification on the island, played a key role in maintaining Union
dominance in the region. The fort’s artillery batteries helped secure shipping lanes and
prevented Confederate forces from gaining access to the island.

Impact on the Local Population
The war caused economic and social disruptions in Key West, but the continued Union
presence also brought stability and growth. The island became a refuge for escaped slaves
and a base for Union sympathizers. Key West’s loyalty to the Union contributed to its
unique position in Southern history.

Economic Boom and Development in the 19th
Century
Following the Civil War, Key West experienced an economic boom that transformed the
island into a bustling port and commercial center. The wrecking industry remained
lucrative, and new industries such as cigar manufacturing and fishing expanded the local
economy. Key West Florida history during this period highlights significant urban
development and population growth.



Cigar Industry
In the late 19th century, Key West became known as the "Cigar Capital of the United
States." Cuban immigrants brought cigar-making skills to the island, establishing factories
that employed thousands. This industry contributed significantly to Key West’s prosperity
and cultural diversity.

Transportation and Infrastructure
The completion of the Florida East Coast Railway’s Overseas Railroad in 1912 connected
Key West to the mainland for the first time by rail. This engineering marvel facilitated
commerce, tourism, and communication, accelerating the island’s development. Although
the railroad was destroyed by a hurricane in 1935, its impact on Key West’s growth was
profound.

List of Key Economic Drivers in 19th Century Key West

Wrecking and salvage operations

Cigar manufacturing

Fishing and sponge diving

Salt production

Port and shipping services

20th Century Growth and Modern Era
The 20th century brought new challenges and opportunities for Key West Florida history.
After setbacks such as the 1935 hurricane, the island reinvented itself as a tourist
destination while preserving its unique historical heritage. Key West’s cultural scene
flourished, attracting artists, writers, and visitors from around the world.

Tourism and Cultural Renaissance
Key West became famous for its vibrant arts community and literary connections, with
notable figures like Ernest Hemingway making the island their home. The city’s historic
districts, preserved architecture, and tropical climate helped establish it as a premier
travel destination. Tourism remains a cornerstone of the local economy, celebrating Key
West’s distinctive past and natural beauty.



Military and Strategic Importance
Throughout the 20th century, Key West continued to serve as a military base, especially
during World War II and the Cold War. Naval facilities and air stations on the island
contributed to national defense efforts and the island’s economic stability. Military
presence shaped much of the infrastructure and demographics of modern Key West.

Preservation and Historical Recognition
Efforts to preserve Key West’s historic sites and cultural landmarks have been integral to
maintaining its historical identity. Numerous buildings, forts, and museums showcase the
island’s diverse history, attracting scholars and tourists alike. Preservation initiatives
ensure that the story of Key West Florida history remains accessible for future
generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the historical significance of Key West, Florida
in the 19th century?
In the 19th century, Key West was a crucial hub for shipwreck salvaging, known as
'wrecking,' which made it one of the richest cities per capita in the United States during
that time.

How did Key West, Florida become part of the United
States?
Key West was officially incorporated into the United States in 1822 after being under
Spanish control. It became an important naval base and trading post for the U.S.

What role did Key West play during the Civil War?
Key West remained under Union control throughout the Civil War and served as a
strategic naval base for the Union blockade of Confederate ports.

Who was the famous writer associated with Key West,
Florida's history?
Ernest Hemingway is the most famous writer associated with Key West, where he lived
during the 1930s and wrote several notable works.

What is the historical importance of the Key West



Railroad?
The Key West Railroad, completed in 1912 as part of Henry Flagler's Overseas Railroad,
connected the island to mainland Florida and was a major engineering achievement of its
time.

How did Key West's economy evolve throughout its
history?
Key West's economy evolved from wrecking and salvaging in the 19th century to cigar
manufacturing in the early 20th century and later to tourism and fishing industries.

What historic sites in Key West reflect its rich history?
Historic sites like the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum, Fort Zachary Taylor, and the
Harry S. Truman Little White House showcase Key West's diverse historical heritage.

Additional Resources
1. Conch Chronicles: A History of Key West
This comprehensive book explores the rich history of Key West, from its early Native
American inhabitants to its development as a bustling port city. It delves into the cultural
influences that shaped the island, including the Cuban, Bahamian, and American
communities. Readers gain insights into Key West’s unique maritime heritage and its role
in American history.

2. Shipwrecks and Salvage: The Untold Stories of Key West
Focusing on Key West’s notorious shipwreck history, this book uncovers tales of sunken
vessels and daring salvagers. It highlights the island’s importance as a center for
wrecking, a lucrative but dangerous industry in the 19th century. The narrative brings to
life the lives of wreckers and their impact on the local economy and culture.

3. Ernest Hemingway’s Key West: A Literary History
This title examines the years Ernest Hemingway spent living in Key West and how the
island influenced his writing. It provides a glimpse into Hemingway’s lifestyle, social
circle, and the historic locations that inspired his stories. The book also discusses Key
West’s literary heritage and ongoing connections to the author.

4. The Florida Keys under Siege: Military History of Key West
Detailing the strategic military importance of Key West, this book covers its role during
the Civil War, World War II, and the Cold War. It discusses the fortifications, naval bases,
and military personnel stationed on the island. The work highlights how Key West’s
defense shaped both local and national history.

5. Key West’s Cuban Connection: Immigration and Influence
This book explores the significant impact of Cuban immigrants on the cultural and
economic development of Key West. It traces waves of immigration and how Cuban
traditions blended with local customs. The narrative emphasizes the role of Cuban exiles
and their contributions to the island’s identity.



6. The Architecture of Key West: From Conch Houses to Mansions
An illustrated history of Key West’s distinctive architecture, this book showcases the
evolution of residential and public buildings. It explains the origins of the famous Conch
style and the influence of various cultural and environmental factors. The book serves as a
visual and historical guide to the island’s built environment.

7. Prohibition in Paradise: Key West’s Bootlegging Era
This engaging account reveals how Key West became a hotspot for rum-running and
bootlegging during Prohibition. It details the clandestine operations, key figures, and the
island’s role as a gateway for illegal alcohol. The book captures the spirit of defiance and
ingenuity that characterized the era.

8. The Conch Republic: Key West’s Unique Political History
Chronicling the whimsical secession of Key West as the “Conch Republic” in 1982, this
book provides context for the event and its lasting effects. It explores the island’s
independent streak and how the declaration was both a protest and a marketing success.
The book offers insight into Key West’s political culture and community pride.

9. Maritime Legends of Key West: Fishermen, Pirates, and Traders
This collection of stories delves into the colorful maritime history surrounding Key West,
featuring tales of pirates, fishermen, and merchants. It highlights the island’s role as a
crossroads of the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico. The book brings to life the
adventurous spirit that has defined Key West’s seafaring traditions.
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