
history of key west florida

history of key west florida is a fascinating journey that illustrates the transformation of a small island into
a vibrant community known for its rich culture, historical significance, and beautiful landscapes. Key West,
part of the Florida Keys, has a storied past that includes its early indigenous inhabitants, its role in maritime
trade, the influence of cigar manufacturing, and its colorful connection to literary figures such as Ernest
Hemingway. This article will explore the critical periods in the history of Key West, highlighting its founding,
economic development, and cultural evolution. The narrative will also touch upon the impact of wars,
hurricanes, and the tourism boom that shaped modern Key West.
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Early Inhabitants of Key West

The history of Key West begins with its early inhabitants, the Calusa and Tequesta tribes, who lived in the
region long before European contact. These indigenous peoples were skilled fishermen and navigators, utilizing
the abundant resources of the surrounding waters. They established semi-permanent settlements on nearby
islands, including Key West, which they called "Cayo Hueso," translating to "Bone Key" in Spanish.

Life of the Indigenous Peoples

The Calusa and Tequesta tribes relied heavily on the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean for sustenance.
Their diet consisted mainly of fish, shellfish, and other marine life. They also crafted tools and weapons from
available natural resources, including shells and wood. The communal lifestyle of these tribes was
characterized by cooperation and the sharing of resources, which allowed them to thrive in a challenging
environment.

Colonial Era and Spanish Influence

Key West's recorded history began in the early 16th century when Spanish explorers arrived in Florida. In
1513, Juan Ponce de Le�n landed on the mainland, and subsequent explorers began to chart the waters around
the keys. The name "Cayo Hueso" is attributed to these early encounters, reflecting the Spanish influence in the
region.

Establishment of Settlement

Despite its early discovery, Key West remained largely uninhabited for centuries. The Spanish established a
small settlement in the late 1700s, focusing on fishing and trade. However, it was not until the early 19th
century that Key West began to develop into a significant community.



The 19th Century: Economic Growth and Cigar Industry

The 19th century marked a turning point for Key West, fueled by its strategic location as a shipping hub. The
construction of a lighthouse in 1825 and the establishment of a naval station attracted more settlers,
including those from Cuba, who brought with them their cigar-making expertise. This led to the establishment of
numerous cigar factories, turning Key West into the "Cigar Capital of the World."

Impact of the Cigar Industry

The cigar industry significantly impacted the economy and culture of Key West. By the late 1800s, the island
boasted over 100 cigar factories, employing thousands of workers. The influx of Cuban immigrants also
contributed to the island's rich cultural tapestry, introducing elements of music, cuisine, and traditions that
still resonate today.

Key West in the 20th Century

The 20th century brought both challenges and growth to Key West. The decline of the cigar industry in the
early 1900s due to competition and changing tastes led to economic hardship. However, the island's strategic
military significance during World War II revitalized its economy, as the U.S. Navy established bases in the
area.

Hurricanes and Resilience

Throughout its history, Key West has faced numerous hurricanes, including the devastating Hurricane Donna in
1960. Each storm tested the resilience of the community, leading to rebuilding efforts that often incorporated
modern construction techniques and disaster preparedness measures.

Cultural Significance and Modern Key West

Today, Key West is celebrated for its vibrant culture, arts, and history. The island attracts millions of
tourists each year, drawn to its unique blend of natural beauty, historical landmarks, and cultural
festivals. The Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum and the Key West Lighthouse are just a few examples of
attractions that highlight the island's rich past.

Tourism and Economic Development

The tourism industry has become a cornerstone of Key West's economy, with visitors coming to enjoy its
beaches, nightlife, and cultural events. Festivals such as Fantasy Fest and the Hemingway Days celebration
showcase the island's artistic spirit and draw crowds from around the globe. Local businesses thrive, offering
everything from water sports and fishing charters to art galleries and gourmet dining.

Conclusion

In summary, the history of Key West, Florida, is a remarkable tale of transformation and resilience. From its
early indigenous roots to its rise as a cigar manufacturing hub and its current status as a tourist
destination, Key West continues to evolve while honoring its rich heritage. The island's unique blend of
cultures, historical significance, and vibrant community ensure that it remains a notable part of Florida's
history and a beloved destination for many.



Q: What is the historical significance of Key West in maritime trade?

A: Key West's strategic location made it a vital shipping hub in the 19th century, facilitating trade between
the mainland and the Caribbean. Its deep-water harbor allowed for the docking of large ships, which
significantly contributed to its economic growth.

Q: How did the cigar industry shape Key West's economy?

A: The cigar industry became the backbone of Key West's economy in the late 19th century, employing
thousands and attracting a large Cuban immigrant population. This led to the island being known as the "Cigar
Capital of the World," influencing its culture and community dynamics.

Q: What challenges has Key West faced due to hurricanes?

A: Key West has faced numerous hurricanes throughout its history, with storms like Hurricane Donna causing
significant damage. These events have led to resilience in the community, prompting improvements in
infrastructure and disaster preparedness for future storms.

Q: Who are some notable figures associated with Key West's history?

A: Key West is famously associated with authors like Ernest Hemingway and Tennessee Williams, who found
inspiration in its beauty and culture. Their presence has left a lasting impact on the island's literary heritage.

Q: How has tourism impacted Key West's development?

A: Tourism has become the primary economic driver for Key West, leading to the development of various
attractions and events that celebrate its unique culture and history. This influx of visitors has transformed
the island into a bustling destination while preserving its charm.

Q: What are some historical landmarks in Key West?

A: Key West is home to several historical landmarks, including the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum, the Key
West Lighthouse, and the Oldest House Museum. These sites reflect the island's rich past and attract history
enthusiasts.

Q: How did Key West's culture evolve over time?

A: Key West's culture evolved through the blending of various influences, particularly from indigenous
peoples, Spanish colonizers, and Cuban immigrants. This fusion is evident in the island's music, cuisine, and
festivals, creating a vibrant cultural scene.

Q: What role did the military play in Key West's history?

A: The military played a significant role in Key West's history, particularly during World War II when naval
bases were established. This presence helped revitalize the local economy and introduced new dynamics to the
community.



Q: What is the significance of the name "Cayo Hueso"?

A: The name "Cayo Hueso" translates to "Bone Key" in Spanish, reflecting the early encounters of Spanish
explorers with the indigenous peoples and their burial practices. It serves as a reminder of the island's
historical connections.

Q: How does Key West commemorate its historical events?

A: Key West commemorates its historical events through various festivals, museums, and educational
programs that celebrate its rich heritage. Events like Hemingway Days and local history tours allow residents
and visitors to engage with the island's past.
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