history of key west

history of key west is a fascinating tale that intertwines natural beauty, cultural diversity, and
historical significance. Situated at the southernmost point of the continental United States, Key West
has served various roles throughout its existence, from a strategic military outpost to a vibrant tourist
destination. The island's rich past is marked by its indigenous beginnings, colonial influences, and
pivotal moments in American history. This article will delve deeply into the history of Key West,
exploring its early inhabitants, the impact of Spanish colonization, the rise of the cigar industry, and
its role during the Civil War. We will also discuss its transformation into a tourist haven and its cultural
heritage.
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Early Inhabitants

The history of Key West begins long before European contact, with the island originally inhabited by
the Calusa and Tequesta tribes. These indigenous people thrived on the natural resources available to
them, including fish, shellfish, and the surrounding tropical flora. Archaeological evidence suggests
that the Calusa were skilled fishermen and navigators, utilizing canoes to travel between the islands
and the mainland.

Calusa and Tequesta Tribes

The Calusa were known for their complex society and extensive trade networks, which extended
throughout Florida and beyond. They built impressive shell mounds as burial sites and used the
abundant resources of the surrounding waters for sustenance. The Tequesta, while primarily located
on the mainland, also interacted with the Key West area.

As the Spanish arrived in the 16th century, these indigenous tribes faced significant challenges,
including disease and warfare, which drastically reduced their populations and disrupted their way of
life.



Spanish Colonization

In 1513, Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de Ledn was the first European to set foot in the Florida Keys.
However, it wasn't until the late 18th century that Key West began to see more regular European
settlement. In 1822, John W. Simonton purchased the island from the Spanish, marking the beginning
of a new era.

Establishment as a Naval Base

Recognizing its strategic location, the U.S. government established a naval base in Key West, which
became crucial during the War of 1812. The harbor's deep waters made it an ideal location for ships,
facilitating trade and military operations. This naval presence attracted more settlers and businesses,
leading to the rapid growth of the population.

The Cigar Industry and Economic Growth

By the mid-19th century, Key West experienced a significant economic boom, primarily due to the
cigar industry. Cuban immigrants fleeing political unrest brought their cigar-making expertise to Key
West, transforming the island into a bustling center of cigar production.

The Rise of Cigar Factories

At the height of the cigar industry, Key West was home to over 150 cigar factories and employed
thousands of workers. The industry not only contributed to the local economy but also shaped the
cultural landscape of Key West, as Cuban traditions and customs became interwoven with the local
lifestyle.

e Key exports included:
e Cigars
* Spices

e Salt

This flourishing economy attracted a diverse population, leading to a melting pot of cultures that is
still evident in Key West today.



Key West during the Civil War

The Civil War had a profound impact on Key West. The island remained under Union control
throughout the conflict, serving as a strategic base for the North. The presence of Union troops
bolstered Key West's economy, as supplies and goods flowed into the area.

Military Significance

Key West’s military significance was further highlighted by its use as a coaling station and base for
naval operations in the Gulf of Mexico. This period solidified Key West's role as a vital location for the
U.S. Navy, a reputation that continues today.

Post-War Development and Tourism

Following the Civil War, Key West underwent significant changes. The cigar industry continued to
thrive, but the natural beauty and unique charm of the island began to attract tourists. By the late
19th century, Key West was being marketed as a tropical paradise.

The Birth of Tourism

Several factors contributed to the rise of tourism in Key West, including the construction of the
Overseas Railroad in the early 1900s, which connected the island to the mainland. This development
made travel to Key West more accessible and brought an influx of visitors seeking relaxation and
adventure.

As tourism grew, so did the hospitality industry, leading to the establishment of hotels, restaurants,
and entertainment venues that catered to the needs of visitors.

Cultural Significance Today

Today, Key West is renowned not only for its picturesque landscapes and vibrant nightlife but also for
its rich cultural heritage. The diverse influences from its early inhabitants, Spanish settlers, and Cuban
immigrants have created a unique cultural tapestry.

Festivals and Celebrations

Key West hosts numerous festivals that celebrate its history and culture, such as Fantasy Fest, a lively



celebration featuring parades, costumes, and parties. The island also honors its literary heritage,
being home to famous writers like Ernest Hemingway and Tennessee Williams.

The preservation of historic sites, such as the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum and the Key
West Lighthouse, allows visitors to connect with the island's storied past, providing an enriching
experience that highlights the enduring legacy of Key West.

As Key West continues to thrive as a tourist destination, the history of Key West remains a vital part
of its identity, influencing everything from architecture to cuisine.

Key Historical Landmarks

Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum

Key West Lighthouse

Fort Zachary Taylor Historic State Park

Southernmost Point Buoy

These landmarks not only attract visitors but also serve as reminders of the island’s rich and varied
history.

Conclusion

From its early inhabitants to its role as a military outpost and burgeoning tourist destination, the
history of Key West is a vibrant narrative that reflects the resilience and adaptability of its people. The
island's unique blend of cultures and traditions has shaped it into a captivating place that continues to
draw visitors from around the world. As we look to the future, the history of Key West serves as a
foundation for understanding its present and appreciating its ongoing evolution.

Q: What was the original name of Key West?

A: The island was originally known as "Cayo Hueso," which means "Bone Key" in Spanish, due to the
many bones found by early explorers, believed to be from the native inhabitants.

Q: How did the cigar industry impact Key West?

A: The cigar industry transformed Key West into a bustling economic center in the late 19th century,
employing thousands and attracting a diverse population, particularly Cuban immigrants.



Q: What role did Key West play during the Civil War?

A: Key West remained under Union control during the Civil War and served as a military base and
coaling station, significantly contributing to the Union's naval operations in the Gulf of Mexico.

Q: What are some famous landmarks in Key West?

A: Notable landmarks include the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum, the Key West Lighthouse,
and Fort Zachary Taylor Historic State Park, all of which reflect the island's rich history.

Q: How has tourism shaped the economy of Key West?

A: Tourism has become a vital part of Key West's economy, leading to the development of hotels,
restaurants, and recreational activities that attract millions of visitors each year.

Q: What cultural influences can be seen in Key West today?

A: Key West's culture is a blend of influences from its indigenous peoples, Spanish colonizers, and
Cuban immigrants, which is evident in its festivals, cuisine, and architecture.

Q: When did Key West become a popular tourist destination?

A: Key West began to gain popularity as a tourist destination in the late 19th century, particularly
after the construction of the Overseas Railroad in the early 1900s.

Q: What is the significance of the Southernmost Point Buoy?

A: The Southernmost Point Buoy marks the southernmost point in the continental United States and is
a popular photo spot, symbolizing Key West's unique geographical position.

Q: Are there any historic preservation efforts in Key West?

A: Yes, there are ongoing preservation efforts in Key West to maintain historic sites and buildings,
ensuring that the island's rich history is preserved for future generations.

Q: Who are some famous writers associated with Key West?

A: Key West is famously associated with writers such as Ernest Hemingway and Tennessee Williams,
both of whom lived on the island and drew inspiration from its vibrant atmosphere.
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