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Hyland: New Deal Historic Preservation for Key West

New Deal Historic Preservation for Key West
by Matthew G. Hyland
reservation of local history and architecture played a fundamental role in economic revitalization of Key West during
the Great Depression. With the assistance, and upon the
insistence, of the people of Key West, the Federal Emergency Relief
Administration (FERA), along with the Civil Works Administration
(CWA), the Historic American Building Survey (HABS), and the
Works Progress Administration (WPA), preserved and developed
Key West's historic resources into tourist attractions, thus forming the base for today's service economy in the Florida Keys. In
so doing and scarcely less important, they would engender a new
dimension in historic preservation practice and awareness of local
history in 1934. This moment, largely overlooked even by historians, speaks to populism and cultural pluralism advancing into U.S.
historic preservation. Historians who have addressed the Florida
Keys during the New Deal typically focus on engineering projects
and unemployment relief efforts. This article places the preservation of Key West's historic resources in context alongside other
preservation campaigns in the early decades of the twentieth century and recognizes innovations relative to financing, consulting,
and property management in Key West's preservation program.
Historic preservation programs in larger cities in both Florida
and elsewhere in the nation have eclipsed the work done in Key
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West. Economic forces, in this case stagnation and depression, and
government assistance initiated historic preservation in Key West.
Private wealth, the usual source for backing preservation initiatives in New England, South Carolina, and Virginia, among other
places, played no role in Key West activating a popular historic
preservation program. The reasons people started to preserve old
buildings and structures in Key West differed from those of other
historic preservation groups in the nation in the early decades
of the twentieth century. Municipal insolvency and reviving commerce were the driving forces behind the movement in Key West
to find its usable past. Preservation groups active in the United
States before the 1930s, however, typically refuted commercialism
and the corrosive effects of modern industrial capitalism. While
architectural aesthetics, traditionalism, conservative cultural politics, and patriotic education motivated the creation of historic sites
in Williamsburg, Virginia, Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, Charleston,
South Carolina, General George Washington's various headquarters, and other places throughout New England, Key West citizens
preserved their buildings and Caribbean milieu in order to attract
visitors and generate business activity. Revitalization of moribund
commercial activity was the city's pressing concern when its advocates turned to their patrimony as a way to generate revenue.
Charleston, which had not declared bankruptcy as Key West did,
looked to historic preservation for a boost in tourism and a way
to maintain white control of local politics. The broad concerns of
Key West residents led to a new turn and a different stance in the
preservation persuasion that has been neglected in historic preservation retrospectives. 1
The story of Key West's financial downfall and that of surrounding Monroe County, Florida, during the Great Depression
is familiar, but it bears a brief repeating to indicate the magnitude
of the crisis that confronted the town's preservationists. Historians
have noted the decline of the county and town's population and
industries, such as cigar manufacturing, leading up to the depression and labor unrest that accompanied New Deal work programs.
Unemployment in Key West, the largest municipality within the
county, reached about 80 percent in 1934. Extractive industries,
such as turtle and sponge harvesting, had declined to such an
1

For an overview of this topic, see Charles B. Hosmer, Jr., Presence of the Past: A
History of the Preservation Movement in the United States before Williamsburg (New
York: G .P. Putnam's Sons, 1965), 75 .
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extent that they ceased to provide a viable livelihood. Unemployment relief overwhelmed municipal budgets, even with assistance
from the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC). Key West's
population declined from 18,749 in 1920 to 13,445 in 1930. Local
tax revenues diminished. Monroe County commissioners failed to
make payments on bond issues devised between 1923 and 1925,
and refinanced in 1928, to fund road improvements. The U.S. military, a continuous presence in Key West since the early 1820s, scaled
back its operations following World War I and, consequently, its
civilian payroll. Throughout the Prohibition era, tourists bypassed
Key West for Cuban resorts where they could drink alcohol legally.
Monroe County recorded 5,000 people on relief in October 1933.
Furthermore, initial federal work relief efforts, conducted by the
CWA beginning in late 1933, ended in spring 1934 due to bureaucratic restructuring in Washington, D.C. As a result, more locals
lined up for free food distribution and hoped for more federal
relief programs. CWA projects had included rehabilitation of the
local public golf course at Key West, construction of an aquarium,
and improvements to Key West's docks. When the federal government cut funding for CWA projects, unemployment surged. Soon
thereafter, FERA showed up in Key West at the request of Florida's
governor, David Sholtz, to take over the bankrupt municipality's
finances and direct the unemployment relief effort in July 1934.
Harry Hopkins, director of FERA, described Monroe County as "a
broken market." Relief administrators considered relocating the
population to the mainland and abandoning the key. 2
New Deal programs, according to historians, addressed the
state of emergency in Key West and Monroe County following the
nation's financial collapse. Garry Boulard and Durward Long mention historic architecture as a minor component of tourism promotion . For example, Long writes, "Architecture with a distinctive Key
2

Julius F. Stone, Jr., "Forward," in M.E. Gilfond and Bernard C. DeWitt, eds.,
Key West in Transition: A Guide Book for Visitors (Key West, FL: Key West Administration, 1934), v-ix; Nels Anderson, "Key West-Bottled in Bonds," The Survey
(October 1934): 312-313; Harry L. Hopkins, Administrator, to Hon.JR. McCarl, November 13, 1935, letter, RG 69, Records of the WPA, Federal Emergency
Relief Administration, "State" Series, March 1933-1936, Florida 400, Entry 10,
Box 56, National Archives and Record Administration, College Park, MD; Durward Long, "Workers on Relief, 1934-1938, in Key West," Tequesta l, no. 28
(1968), 53-54; Durward Long, "Key West and the New Deal, 1934-1936," Florida
Historical Quarterly 46, no. 3 (January 1968), 209-218; Garry Boulard, '"State of
Emergency': Key West in the Great Depression," Florida Historical Quarterly 67,
no . 2 (October 1988), 168-183; Maureen Ogle, Key West: History of an Island of
Dreams (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 2006), 155.
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West flavor was repaired and emphasized." 3 Historic architecture
and climate were, upon closer review of the relief programs, leading features, not ancillary characteristics, in the revitalization. A
broader perspective on historic preservation and reexamination
of events in Key West serve to refocus the discussion on people
embracing their architectural heritage and preserving it in order
to protect their community. The historical record affirms an interpretation of Key West escaping financial difficulties through popularly supported historic preservation.
HABS arrived in Florida not only to provide work for unemployed architects but also to begin its ambitious inventory of the
nation's historic built environment. The scope of its work in Key
West paled in comparison to its projects in other sections of the
nation. 4 Nevertheless, HABS initiated the search for Key West's
usable past.
In brief terms, HABS personnel gathered and organized outof-work architects and draftsmen to record the nation's historical
building stock according to the highest of professional standards.
Educating the public and their fellow professionals, promoting
preservation, edifying the nation about its architectural heritage,
and creating a graphic archive of the achievements of American
builders motivated the group. From its inception, HABS emphasized professionalization of historic preservation, creation of an
architectural archive, and expanding the role of federal agencies in historic preservation at the national level. 5 The Library of
Congress, the American Institute of Architects, and the National
Parks Service (NPS) collaborated to create HABS during Franklin
D. Roosevelt's first presidential term. HABS emerged in late 1933
and received its funding through the CWA until that agency's termination in May 1934. After the demise of the CWA, FERA, with
its broader relief mandate, administered HABS funding from May
1934 to November 1935. FERA also provided the bulk of the relief
effort for Monroe County by generating and supervising numerous
work relief initiatives through their local agency, which was called
3
4
5

Boulard, '"State of Emergency,"' 172; Long, "Key West and the New Deal,"
215-216.
In the 1960s, however, HABS returned to Key West and conducted additional
architectural surveys.
Charles B. Hosmer, Jr., Preservation Comes ofAge, from Williamsburg to the National
Trust, 1926-1949, Vol. 1 (Charlottesville: The Pr.e servation Press, National Trust
for Historic Preservation in the United States by the University Press of Virginia, 1981), 548-562.
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the Key West Administration, a FERA-funded agency that managed
municipal affairs during bankruptcy. The NPS, within the Department of the Interior, managed HABS's personnel in their nationwide architectural surveys. The Library of Congress curated the
results of the survey work. After November 1935, the WPA administered HABS funding untilJune 1937, when the program entered
a hiatus. 6
Program advocates also argued for congressional funding on
the premise that the program would create a comprehensive database, or a graphic record in a public archive, of the best examples
from U.S. building and construction before 1865. Beyond creating
jobs, the survey would produce, in their terms, "a complete resume
of the builders' art." Directors of the program foreswore commercial motivations for HABS: "The lists should be made up from the
standpoint of academic interest rather than of commercial uses."
John P. O'Neill, HABS Associate Architect and Survey Supervisor,
wrote that the survey differs "from other architectural recording
programs in that a strict adherence to architectural realities is everywhere the rule. No rendered drawings or sketches are accepted.
Each set of drawings and photographs is made to satisfy first the
requirements of the professional architect, rather than the momentary needs of a publisher." The founders of HABS proposed that a
professionally completed compilation of national building examples would record significant buildings of historical and architectural interest before demolition, provide architects and designers
with inspirational antecedents of U.S. architecture, advance restoration scholarship, and foster a popular appreciation for U.S. history
through architectural heritage. Such architectural artifacts surely
would be attractive tourist destinations. Threats of demolition and
neglect of "antique buildings" prompted HABS officials to act so
that those buildings "should not pass into unrecorded oblivion."
Yet, the survey team was not indifferent to the prevailing economic
-reality. For instance, when NPS staff reported on HABS survey work
completed in 1934, commercial concerns were part of the program.
They described the results of 1934 as work done in association with
and in support of an "intensive travel-promotion campaign." 7 An
6

"HABS expenditures, 12-1-33 to 11-1-37," RG 515, Records of the HABS and
the HAER, Records of Plans and Designs, General Subject Files, 1933-1950,
Box 9, PWA General, 1934-1937 Folder, National Archives and Record Administration, Gollege Park, Maryland.

7

United States Department of the Interior, Historic American Building Survey, Recording the Historic Structures and Early Architecture of the United States and Possessions
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academic interest in documenting the skills of American builders
paralleled promoting popular historic sites in order to rejuvenate
the economy and revive national confidence. Certainly, tourism in
Florida would benefit from HABS's surveys.
HABS was the first New Deal agency to focus on historic resources in the Florida Keys . The favorable winter climate brought survey
squads to Florida before other sections of the nation. In February
1934, two months after Director Hopkins provided the necessary
notice to proceed, HABS surveyors documented previously identified Florida tourist sites and popular historic resources. In Florida's
northeast quarter, survey squads documented the Spanish-American War fort in Jacksonville, Duval County and antebellum sugar
mill ruins at New Smyrna, Volusia County. Also in 1934 and farther
south thanJacksonville, Charles E. Peterson, the NPS division chief
and landscape architect who drafted the original HABS proposal,
directed a crew of surveyors at Fort Jefferson on Garden Key in the
Dry Tortugas. Although they did not complete measured drawings
of the massive fortification (located about 63 miles west of Key West
and dating from the 1840s) at that time, the survey squad photographed the entire site. The obsolete fort conveyed historical and
architectural values as well as tourist potential despite its remote
location.
Intended to secure the American presence in the Gulf of Mexico after acquisition of Florida from Spain, the bastion remained in
Union hands throughout the Civil War and functioned as a prison
&y Measured Drawings, Photographs, and Manuscripts (Washington, DC: United
States Government Printing Office, 1936), 1-6; Arno B. Cammerer, "The
National Park Service," in Annual Report of the Secretary of the Interior for the Fiscal Year Ended June 30, 1934 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1934),
164, 166, 197; Charles E. Peterson, "The Historic American Buildings Survey
Continued," journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 16, no. 3 (October
1957), 29-31;John P. O'Neill to Professor George S. Koyl, Dean, Department
of Architecture, School of Fine Arts, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia,
June 1, 1936, RC 515, Records of the HABS and the HAER, Records of District Offices District and State Correspondence, 1934-1941, Box l,J. P. O'Neill,
1934-1938 folder, National Archives and Record Administration, College Park,
MD; Hosmer, Preservation Comes of Age, 1: 561; Catherine C. Lavoie, "Architectural Plans and Visions: The Early HABS Program and Its Documentation of
Vernacular Architecture," Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 13, no. 2, 15-35;
Lisa Pfueller Davidson and Martin]. Perschler, "The Historic American Buildings Survey during the New Deal: Documenting 'a Complete Resume of the
Builders' Art," CRM.: The journal of Heritage Stewardship 1, no. 1 (Fall 2003):
49-73; Harlan D. Unrau and G . Frank Williss, "To Preserve the Nation's Past:
The Growth of Historic Preservation in the National Park Service during the
1930s," The Public Historian9, no . 2(Spring1987), 28.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol94/iss4/4

6

Hyland: New Deal Historic Preservation for Key West

606

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Enrtance or Sally Port, Fort Jefferson, Garden Key, Key West, Monroe County
Florida Historic American Buildings Survey, C.E. Peterson, Photographer c . 1934
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division Washington, D.C.
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for blockade-runners, deserters, and four of the men, including
Dr. Samuel Mudd, convicted in the conspiracy to murder President
Lincoln and other members of his cabinet. As a result of the HABS
survey, President Roosevelt declared Fort Jefferson a National
Monument on January 4, 1935. 8 National monument declaration
(formalized on August 21, 1935, many months before the initiation
of the federal Historic Sites Survey that identified potential park
areas for NPS management) coincided with the Key West Administration's efforts to develop tourism in the Florida Keys and the
NPS's ambition to acquire historic park areas on the East Coast
by relieving the War Department of historic and scenic site management. Based on its national historical associations and proximity to Key West, Fort Jefferson became an intriguing day trip for
vacationers. The administration promoted it as an attraction in its
December 1934 brochure for Key West visitors, and the WPA featured the bastion in its 1937 list of must-see historic sites in Florida
for the motoring tourist. The Federal Writers' Project consistently
highlighted it for years in their American Guidebook series publications on Florida and Key West. 9
Identifying and documenting historical sites with a nod toward
tourist appeal in the HABS survey occurred elsewhere in Florida.
In early 1934, for instance, HABS surveyors reconnoitered the
historic built environment of St. Augustine, St. Johns County. St.
Augustine had become a resort destination with construction of
Henry M. Flagler's Ponce de Leon Hotel, the Alcazar Hotel, and
his purchase of the Cordova Hotel in the late 1880s. Following
the 1929 market crash, however, the tourist industry in St. Augustine foundered. 10 In St. Augustine, HABS surveyors followed the
8

9

10

Hosmer, Preservation Comes ofAge, 1: 551; Thomas Reid, America's Fortress: A History ofFortJefferson, Dry Tortugas, Florida (Gainesville: University .Press of Florida,
2006), 129.
Works Progress Administration, Historic Florida: Report of the Historic Site Survey (Tallahassee, FL: Florida Works Progress Administration, 1937), n.p.; M.E. Gilfond
and Bernard C. DeWitt, eds., Key West in Transition (Key West, FL: Key West Administration, 1934), 45-46; Federal Writers' Project of the Works Progress Administration, Intracoastal Waterway, Norfolk to Key West, American Guide Series (Washington,
DC: United States Government Printing Office, 1937), 85; Workers of the Writers'
Program of the Work Projects Administration in the State of Florida, A Guide to Key
West (New York: Hastings House, 1941), 99-103; Federal Writers' Proj ect, Florida:
A Guide to the Southernmost State, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1939), 166,
198, 205; Hosmer, Preservation Comes ofAge, 1: 472-477, 713.
Carlton]. Corliss, "Henry M. Flagler: Railroad Builder," Florida Historical Quarterly 38, no. 3 Qanuary 1960), 197-1 98; Leslee F. Keys, Preserving the Legacy: The
Hotel Ponce De Leon and Flagler College, (Gainesville : University of Florida, 2013),
81.
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tourists' well-worn path by featuring buildings and structures
prominent in the popular imagination. For example, the HABS
survey squad measured the City Gate, an associated feature of the
Castillo de San Marcos in January 1934. Then in February 1934,
the survey squad, which included the aforementioned Charles E.
Peterson, measured nearby Fort Matanzas. In March 1934, surveyors returned to the Castillo de San Marcos National Monument to
measure the bastion in full. At the time of the survey, no threats of
demolition or neglect imperiled Fort Matanzas, the City Gate, or
Castillo de San Marcos. In fact, the St. Augustine Historical Society
and the War Department had jointly maintained and interpreted
Fort Matanzas and Castillo de San Marcos since 1914, with the NPS
assuming the War Department's managerial role in 1933. Furthermore, the federal government had declared both Castillo de San
Marcos and Fort Matanzas national monuments in 1924, but HABS
intensive documentation efforts raised each site's visibility among
historic preservationists and tourists alike. 11 The same can be said
for the sugar mill ruins at New Smyrna, which were owned by the
Florida State Historical Society at the time HABS conducted its survey of the ruins. 12 These two historic sites, New Smyrna's mill ruins
and St. Augustine, remained favorites of HABS and earned honors
in the agency's list of best photography in 1936. 13
Increasing St. Augustine's profile in the national line-up of historic sites pleased St. Augustine's mayor, Walter B. Fraser. As a
private citizen, he operated the Fountain of Youth Park, a tourist
park claiming to be the location of Ponce de Leon's 1513 landing
site. He sought a full restoration of St. Augustine along the lines of
Colonial Williamsburg to boost tourism in 1936. He insisted that
the federal government pay for a restoration, which would take
the town back to 1565. He envisioned St. Augustine restored as
a Spanish colonial frontier village. HABS work at City Gate and
11

12
13

Hosmer, Preservation Comes of Age, l: 312-322; Luis Rafael Arana, "Conservation
and Reutilization of the Castillo de San Marcos and Fort Matanzas," Florida Historical Quarterly 65, no. 1, Q"uly 1986), 88-90; St. Augustine Record, "Restoration
Issue," July 4, 1937, B7-B8.
Federal Writers' Project, Florida: A Guide to the Southernmost State, (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1939), 305.
Mission Atocuimi de Jororo, New Smyrna and Old City Gates, St. Augustine
were honored in Selected List of Best HABS Photographs of Representatives
Subjects (Work Done Prior to 1936), Florida, April 8, 1937, RG 515, Records
of the HABS and the HAER, Records of Plans and Designs, General Subject
Files, 1933-1950, Box 5, Folder: HABS, General Publicity, 1935-1941, National
Archives and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland.
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Castillo de San Marcos, in his opinion, took St. Augustine in the
right direction. The federal government and other city leaders,
however, did not share his promotional enthusiasm. Federal plans
for a full St. Augustine restoration did not advance beyond the discussion phase. 14
Old forts, battlefields, and similar military sites enjoyed popular appeal. Such sites satisfied the American antiquarians' desire
for consuming historical drama and standing in the presence of
the past-the more ancient the better. St. Augustine conveyed the
aura of Spain's colonial past in the United States, making it a top
choice for HABS investigations by administrators who expressed a
special interest in Spanish colonial era features surviving in the built
environment of the 1930s. Key West, however, lacked this requisite
Spanish colonial ancestry. Furthermore, fires and storms in Key
West, along with demolitions conducted by the U .S. Navy, reduced
the number of historic resources built before 1865, the date cutoff for the HABS survey. 15 HABS's decision to record colonial sites
made sense at the time and place (St. Augustine, America's oldest
city) when the Colonial Revival sustained such heightened interests and the federal government, along with local historical societies, sought to popularize the nation's past and encourage tourists
to visit historic sites as a way to revive the economy. In fact, when
HABS documented St. Augustine's Old School House in 1936,
surveyors noted that it was, in phrasing similar to that found in
tourist leaflets, "a quaint little clapboard structure of hand-hewn,
red cedar planks." 16 According to Peterson in 1933, HABS would
survey "important antique buildings," as well as "plain structures"
and other buildings that had not attracted "the especial interest
of an architectural connoisseur," thereby providing "an enormous
contribution to the history and aesthetics of American life."17 The
inclusion oflikely tourist attractions in the survey data .p uts HABS's
14
15
16

17

Hosmer, Preservation Comes of Age, 1: 313-316; Keys, Preserving the Legacy: The
Hotel Ponce De Leon and Flagler College, 83-88.
For the HABS age criterion, see Lavoie, "Architectural Plans and Visions," 31.
City Gate, Orange Street, St. Augustine, Stjohn 's County, HABS FL-15-3, Fort Matanzas National Monument, St. Augustine St. johns County, HABS FL-15-5; Castillo de
San Marcos National Monument, St. Augustine, Stjohns County, HABS FL-17-12;
Old School House, St. Augustine, St. john's County, HABS No . FLA-115, Historic
American Buildings Survey/Historic American Engineering Record/Historic
American Landscapes Survey, Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs
Online Catalog, (accessed August 6, 2014).
Charles E . Peterson, "American Notes: The Historic American Buildings Survey Continued," journal of the Society ofArchitectural Historians 16, no. 3 (October
1957), 30.
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work squarely in line with FERA's relief efforts throughout Florida
toward economic recovery, namely framing historic resources
within a historic architectural discourse to promote site visits.
Both agencies (HABS and FERA) executed plans and programs
designed to battle the Great Depression-each linked by the
pressing need to stimulate Florida's tourist industry with historical
attractions.
In Key West, HABS focused on only two historic resources in
1934. The aforementioned FortJefferson stands as one of HABS's
earliest survey projects in Florida, along with their work in St.
Augustine, New Smyrna, and Jacksonville. Due to funding constraints .and CWA's bureaucratic restructuring, however, the survey
squad limited their work at the fort to photographic documentation.18 The second building to be surveyed in town was the "West
Indian Type House," but HABS staff did not measure it, delineate
it, investigate its history, or identify its location. They simply photographed it. 19 HABS staff took photographs of other houses in Key
West after 1934, but this "West Indian Type House" image was the
only one to appear in the HABS public catalog at the Library of
Congress. Correspondence among HABS district officers indicates
that a handful of images of Key West domestic architecture circulated between offices in Washington, D.C., Miami, and Jacksonville
before 1936, but they were not gathered into a larger collection.
The lack of available photographs of Key West's architecturally significant houses resulted in a second, though brief, photographic
survey conducted in 1937.
Although left in anonymity and without context, selection of
the "West Indian Type House" represented, in accord with the
methodology of HABS surveyors, a new subtype in their broadening register of significant American architecture: vernacular architecture. Its massing, fenestration in the upper half story of the
gable end, and deep front porch, or veranda under the eave wall,
caught their eye. Beyond its academic appeal, the house reflected a
18

19

In the 1980s, HABS completed measured drawings of the bastion. See Edwin
C. Bearss, Historic Structure R.eport, Historical Data Section, Fort Jefferson: 18461898, Fort Jefferson National Monument, Monroe County, Florida (Denver, CO: U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Denver Service Center,
1983) .
West Indian Type House, Key West, Monroe County, HABS No. FlA-120, circa
1935, Historic American Buildings Survey/ Historic American Engineering
Record/Historic American Landscapes Survey, Library of Congress, Prints
and Photographs Online Catalog, http: / / www.loc.gov/ pictures/ item/ fl0308.
photos .052873p (accessedjanuary 7, 2016).
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West Indian Type House, Key West, Monroe County, FL. Library of Congress, Prints
and Photographs Division Washington, D.C.

bit of exotic Americana and an expression of its environment. This
house was one of many similar buildings standing in Key West, frequently encountered by tourists strolling around town. The "West
Indian Type House" evoked the exoticism of this far-flung locale;
the house stood for the whole of Key West's unique built environment-an American expression of Caribbean mystique. Writers
romanticized these types of houses in promotional literature to
symbolize Key West's distinctiveness from the rest of the nation.
HABS personnel might have done more for historic preservation in the Keys by expanding its inventory of important buildings and drawing attention to the Caribbean flair of the town, but
program managers decided to move the survey squad out of Key
West in 1934. The decision to leave resulted from a variety of factors. The town's lack of colonial elements from Spain's Caribbean
empire rendered it less of a priority. At the program's outset, the
HABS director of the Alabama survey inquired in 1934 about the
"possibility of transferring men from nearby regions of little historic and architectural interest, as, for example, South Florida." 2 Fires
and storms had diminished the town's pre-1865 building stock.
The photographs produced during the 1934 survey did little to

°

20

E. Walter Burkhardt to Leicester B. Holland, February 1, 1934, in HABS Correspondence-1933-1936, Folder B, Prints and Photographs Division, Library
of Congress, Washington, DC.
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impress architects in the central HABS office in Washington, D.C.
Thomas T. Waterman lamented that Key West, based on his view of
photographs, appeared to be thoroughly altered by the installation
of modern building materials and inappropriate additions, adding,
"I was disappointed when I first saw these photographs, as there is
so much early and untouched material in Nassau that I suspected
the same would be true ofKeyWest." 21
Further exacerbating the problems of surveying Key West,
HABS leaders in Florida did not advance an energetic survey program outside the state's northeastern quarter. Bernard W. Close,
appointed as HABS district officer for northern Florida in 1933,
focused too heavily on historic resources close to his Jacksonville
office and dismissed significant architecture in other northern
Florida localities, such as the Gainesville area, where HABS investigators later found interesting assemblages of historic plantations.
HABS administrators criticized Close for concentrating on St.
Augustine, surveying buildings that had been previously surveyed
and altered, and poorly managing his surveying and drafting
staff. The quality of photographs and drawings he submitted were
substandard, according to O'Neill. More importantly, research
and writing he had produced by 1937 (to be included in a historic overview of the architectural development of Florida that was
never published 22 ) was off the mark, inadequate, and prompted
discussion in Washington of releasing him from his duty. O'Neill
regretted, "the unsatisfactory state into which the Florida organization had fallen ." 23 Elsewhere in Florida, HABS district officers
21

22

23

Thomas T. Waterman, Assistant Architect, to Bernard W. Close, July 27, 1936,
RG 515, Records of the HABS/ and the HAER, Records of Plans and Designs,
State Organization Files, 1933-1950, Florida-Illinois, Box 5, National Archives
and Records Administration, College Park, MD.
Only the overview of Massachusetts's historic architectural development was
published, see Catherine C. Lavoie, "'A Complete Resume of the Builder's
Art': the Early HABS Surveys," in American Place: The Historic American Buildings Survey at Seventy-Five Years, ed. Historic American Buildings Survey, United
States, and Library of Congress (Washington, DC: U .S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 2008), 22, 26.
John P. O'Neill to Bernard W . Close, October 13, 1934; Circular Memorandum to Florida HABS District Officers, December 18, 1934; Marvin Eickenroht to John P. O'Neill, May 17, 1937; in RG 515, Records of the HABS and
the HAER, Records of Plans and Designs, State Organization Files, 1933-1950,
Florida-Illinois, Box 5, Folder: Florida Priorities and Records ( 1936-1951);
Marvin Eickenroht to John P. O'Neill, August 11, 1936, RG 515, Records of
the HABS and the HAER, Records of Plans and Designs, General Subject Files,
1933-1950, Box 5, Folder: Division Correspondence; Marvin Eickenroht to
John P. O'Neill, March 19, 1937;John P. O'Neill to Marvin Eickenroht, March
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from Clearwater and Miami made negligible progress toward collecting information on architecture in their districts. For example,
O'Neill, writing in 1938, noted that only the Fort Dallas barracks
had been surveyed by HABS staff in southern Florida. O'Neill
added that, "I have been interested especially in Key West for several years. Operating only on the basis of successive work relief
projects in Florida sine©- the inception of the Survey in 1933, we
have always found it difficult, if not impossible, to secure measurements in [the southern] district." 24 Furthermore, FERA rules and
restrictions on distribution of relief stymied the ability of HABS
managers to send survey squads into Monroe County. Relief
administrators required that architects and draftsmen be on relief
rolls before they could be assigned to HABS survey squads. Key
West, not a center of architectural firms and their support staff
draftsmen, had few such qualified men out of work. The nearest
concentration of architectural firms was in Miami, and the collapse of the overheated Florida real estate market already had
reduced the numbers of these qualified workers from the area in
the late 1920s. Thus, HABS personnel left the city, but the contemporary Caribbean flavor of Key West's architecture proved to
be a reliable draw for tourists-a quality exploited by the Key West
Administration.
The Key West Administration sensed in the town's old houses
and places vital elements fo1 resuscitating the local economy. An
agency with no preservation assignment, it endorsed a preservation program that stood at variance to preservation practices of
the day. FERA's mandate of providing direct relief and work relief
introduced imperatives of the market into the Key West preservation program. For established preservation practitioners of the
day, commercialism was the source of the major threats to most
endangered historic sites and buildings. Furthermore, the Key
West program addressed threats to an entire landscape while most
preservation programs dedicated their energies to singular buildings, preferring to save America's historic resources one by one

24

27, 1937; and John P. O'Neill to Marvin Eickenroht, April 16, 1937, RG 515
Records of the HABS and the HAER, Records of Plans and Designs, General
Subject Files, 1933-1950, Box 10, Folder: Southern Division, Correspondence
File, WPA Program, 1936-1937, National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland.
John P. O'Neill to Russell T. Pancoast, June 1, 1938, RG 515, Records of the
HABS and the HAER, Records of Plans and Designs, State Organization Files,
1933-1950, Florida-Illinois, Box 5, Folder: Florida Priorities and Records ( 19361951), National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, MD.
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or building by building. Sanitation and rehabilitation concerns
obscured preservation impulses evident in the Key West Administration's planning for Key West's revitalization. These characteristics set the program apart from its contemporaries. Therein lies the
reason for the historical obscurity of Key West's contribution to the
development of historic preservation: minimal presence of preservation professionals, a populist approach, and commercialism.
Preservation of Key West also lacked the singular and charismatic leader that emerged in most American preservation campaigns. As a collective, the administration devised an initiative of
local volunteer labor, known as the Key West Volunteer Corps,
and heritage tourism promotion that would create attractions and
increase visitation to the city and nearby historic sites for years to
come. While the director of FERA in Florida,Julius F. Stone,Jr., may
have acted as a prominent media spokesman from Key West, M. E.
Gilfond and other local officials created the programs and managed their implementation. In its effort to rehabilitate Key West,
the administration set in motion a local historic preservation movement that parted ways from conventional practice. Administration
officials promised "to enhance the natural and unique advantages
of a city, and make it attractive to the tourist trade." To reach that
goal, administrators focused on Key West's assets; "its delightful,
equable climate, its historical background and indigenous architecture, its intangible charm, the beauty of the tropical foliage."
They estimated the Key West volunteer ~orps donated $1 ,500,000
worth of labor hours. 25
The volunteer labor corps constituted a genuine grassroots
effort in support of historic preservation. Re-examining their built
environment by cleaning city streets of trash established groundwork for a sustained local historic preservation movement. Key
West began to see its buildings as a pot~ntial draw for tourists. Such
broad popular appeal for preservation of historic resources had
not b .e en seen since national nineteenth-century campaigns to save
sites associated with George Washington. 26 From all quarters of Key
West, people joined the effort to highlight the town's history, attract
tourists, and rebuild their local economy. Approximately 6,000
of Key West's 10,000 citizens enrolled to work twenty-four hours
25

26

Stone, "Foreword," and Stone, "Key West is to be Restored by Free Labor of
Her Citizens," in Gilfond and DeWitt, eds., Key West in Transition: A Guide Book
for Visitors (Key West, FL: Key West Administration, 1934), vi-viii, 7-8.
According to Hosmer, sites associated with George Washington immediately
garnered support from preservationists, see Hosmer, Presence of the Past, 41-62.
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a week for a six-month period of renovation, totaling 3,744,000
hours. Volunteers responded enthusiastically.27
After a public meeting that indicated wide support for a variety of programs, the Key West Administration began a project that
funded fixing up old houses in Key West. The administration provided trucks, hardware, and paint; citizens of Key West provided
labor. They cleared streets of accumulated trash. They demolished
dilapidated buildings and sheds, mainly unsanitary outhouses.
They hauled debris away from vacant lots. Homeowners repaired
their homes with administration funds or with local bank loans
guaranteed by the Federal Housing Administration (FHA). With
these mechanisms, they put on-a fresh coat of paint, re-glazed windows, and opened their homes as rentals to tourists in the 19341935 season. The administration promoted results of the local
cleanup effort by publishing tourist literature, establishing a visitor
center staffed by locals, placing ads in newspapers, and offering
subsidies for airplane flights from the mainland. They published
a guidebook for a walking tour of Key West's historic architecture .
Citizens of Key West did the work; the administration provided the
funds , the expertise, and the promotion.28
Fixing up old houses and preserving them in place, the program's central components that qualify it as historic preservation,
increased the number of rental accommodations for tourists in
this emerging resort town. Visitors frequently commented on the
shortage of rental units in Key West prior to 1934. With no objection from Key West's populace, local officials used federal funds
to improve private property for the benefit of homeowners who
would rent their homes to tourists. Administration officials argued
that the rehabilitation project would not require additional and
continuous funding. The undertaking, he wrote, "will be carried
out with the relief funds normally allotted, plus the voluntary labor
of the populace." 29
The Key West Administration took an active role in not just
rehabilitation but also leasing of private homes for tourists. The
administration became the premier property rental agent in Key
West, notifying local homeowners that its housing department staff
sought to list rentable property in town. 30 ''Virtually every house,
27
28
29
30

Stone, "Key West is to be Restored by Free Labor of Her Citizens," in Gilfond
and DeWitt, eds., Key West in Transition: A Guide Book for Visitors, 8.
Key West in Transition, 7; Boulard, "'State of Emergency,' 172-173.
Stone, Jr., "Key West is to be Restored by Free Labor of Her Citizens," 8.
"Want Ren table Property to be Listed for Use," The Key West Citizen (hereafter
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apartment, and room on the island available for rental has been
listed and most of them have been rented already." 31 In order to
increase room availability for tourists, the administration moved
its offices and administrative personnel from the Jefferson Hotel
on Duval Street to an administration building on the naval base.
Similarly, homeowners gave up their houses for rental to tourists so
that, according to The Key West Citizen, "winter residents may have
the best homes on the island. " 32
The Key West Administration, through articles in Survey Graphic, The Florida Motorist, and The Key West Citizen, described this component of their rehabilitation program as self-liquidating. The
administration became property managers and rental brokers.
To further their plan to turn Key West into an attractive, interesting, and hospitable tourist destination, "a second Bermuda, so to
speak," KeyWestAdministration agents encouraged Key West property owners to let them manage their homes as rentals for tourists.
Many enlisted. As a hotelier, the administration convinced homeowners to sign mortgage agreements that exchanged repairs and
upgrades to homes and apartments that would be rented for the
right to manage the property and accumulate the amount of rent
needed to cover costs of repairs and upgrades. The administration
did not charge interest, but it controlled the property during the
term of the agreement. Early in 1935, administration officials estimated the total value of the Key West rental market at $25,000.
They received $24,997 in federal funding to repair and recondition twenty houses "to make available apartments for renting" in
September 1935. 33
The administration's home improvement through self-liquidation program was voluntary. When the property owner agreed
to rent out the units, the administration started improvements.
The administration "took title to homes where repairs were made"

31
32
33

TKWC), August 6, 1935, 1.
"FERA Rehabilitation of Key West," TKWC,January 3, 1935, 3.
Ibid.,l.
Julius F. Stone, Jr., "FERA in Key West," in, Key West Guide Book, Fall and Winter 1935-1936, ed. Bernard C. DeWitt (Key West, FL: Key West Administration, September 1935), 11; "Many Seeking Housing Here," TKWC, June 19,
1935, l; "One Year has Elapsed Since Key West was taken over by FERA Unit
for Rehabilitation," TKWC,July 5, 1935, l; "More Projects for Key West Given
Approval," TKWC, August 24, 1935, l; Jane Perry Clark, "Key West's Year l,"
Survey Graphic, vol. 24, (New York: Survey Associates, Inc., 1935), 401; "Roosevelt Approves Allotment of $36,863.32 for Various Work Projects in Key West,"
TKWC, September 21, 1935, 1.
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and collected the rents until the proceeds paid off the cost of
upgrades. 34 Thus, the administration financed the transformation of homes and apartments into tourist bungalows with architectural allure. The administration also managed shelters on the
beach, or cabanas, in this manner-advertising their availability in
newspapers, responding to correspondence from would-be renters, handling rental agreements, and maintaining the units. 35 After
estimating project costs, the administration arranged for the labor
force needed to upgrade the properties, maintained the properties during the term of the contract, and provided housekeeping
services.
The Key West Administration~cast itself in news releases and
publicity releases to the media as cruise directors in the new Key
West, a winter resort haven. For instance, they wrote, "If you plan
a fishing trip, advise us, and we will make arrangements for you."
Likewise, they organized and promoted the Key West Hospitality
League, "a non-commercial organization" made up "of men and
women of the city whose purpose it is to act as hosts to visitors."
League members greeted visitors at the town's arrival points, monitored taxi service around town, planned social gatherings, and
attended to houses and apartments available for rental. 36 League
members put finishing touches on the rentals; stocking provision
chambers and pantries and bringing fresh flower arrangements to
greet each new renter. The ad:rjiinistration's housing department
took "care of the needs of visitors, not only leases, apartments, and
homes for visitors," but also stocking "the pantry with foodstuffs"
and hiring help for visitors "if such services are asked for." 37 The
department made sure that upon arrival, tourists renting through
the administration "will find their apartments or homes provisioned, electric connections made, gas stove or electric stove, as
the case may be, functioning and everything in readiness . '~ The
program succeeded, allowing Mayor Harry C. Galey to proclaim,
34

35
36
37

Earl R. Adams, "Photographic Record of Accomplishments During First Year
of FERA's Program in Key West," The Miami Herald, July 1935, l; "One Year
has Elapsed Since Key West was taken over by FERA Unit for Rehabilitation,"
TKWC, July 5, 1935, 4; No Author, "The FERA in Key West," in Bernard C.
DeWitt, ed., Key West Guide Book, Fall and Winter 1935-1936 (Key West: Key
West Administration, 1935), 11, 13.
"Information Sought About Housing Here," TKWC, February 15, 1935, l; "Many
.Inquiries Received About Housing in City," TKWC, November 19, 1935, 1.
Gilfond and DeWitt, eds., Key West in Transition, iv, vii, xi.
"One Year has Elapsed Since Key West was taken over by FERA Unit for Rehabilitation," TKWC,July 5, 1935, 4.
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"we are assured of a big tourist season this winter." 38 Many of the
first season's participants returned and signed up for the following
winter, 1935-1936. At the end of September 1935, the administration announced that 30 contracts for rentals and leases had been
processed, totaling $6,550. 39
The Key West Administration's rental housing project spurred
on the local construction market, and the administration sought
to advance its preservation program through additional building
projects. In another bold move, administration officials exploited
the 1934 National Housing Act as a historic preservation technique.
Applications for loans secured through the FHA and encouraged
by the Key West Administration laid the groundwork for increasing
construction activity. 4 From July 1934 to July 1935, the administration documented a 350 percent increase in building projects, both
new construction and renovations. Furthermore, the administration estimated that fifteen to twenty projects would start in the fall
of 1935 based on approximately two dozen loan applications that
had been filed. 4 1
The Key West Administration's Housing Department introduced a design review service, linked to the federal house-building
and mortgage refinancing economic stimulus program. It featured
all the hallmarks of fully developed preservation benefits and
incentives at work in the preservation advocacy field of the late
twentieth century. This 1935 Key West program matched the comprehensiveness of preservation practice that has developed to the
present, decades before the introduction of Main Street programs,
tax credit incentives, historic architectural review boards, and historic architectural design guidelines that achieved acceptance in

°

38
39
40
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"Many of Winter Visitors Arrange to Return Here ," TKWC, November 14, 1935,
l; "Federal Help for Key West Sought," TKWC, November 30, 1935, 1.
"Many Propose to Visit Here During Winter," TKWC, September 27, 1935, l;
"Compile Record on Housing Tourists Here ," TKWC, October 2, 1935, 1.
Kenneth T. Jackson elucidates the 1934 National Housing Act in Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford University Press,
1985), 203-218; see Gabrielle Esperdy Modernizing Main Street: Architecture and
Consumer Culture in the New Deal (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008)
for a more recent focus on effects that the act's Modernization Credit Plan
had on local Main Street business districts and suburbanization by upgrading
fa<;;:ades; however, Esperdy and Jackson do not address the act's role in historic
preservation activities.
"Gilfond Gives his Views on Housing Act," TKWC, April 17, 1935, 1; "Loans
to Home Owners will be Closed Shortly," TKWC, June 13, 1935, l; "One Year
has Elapsed Since Key West was taken over by FERA Unit for Rehabilitation,"
TKWC,July 5, 1935, 4; "Great Building Activity Predicted for Key West within
Next Several Months," TKWC, August 15, 1935, 1.
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planning departments in the 1970s and 1980s. At this time, no
other preservation program resembled Key West's. The administration's 1935 housing rehabilitation program offered design
guidelines and financial support. The program provided assistance
in securing federal funds for repairs to historically important and
architecturally significant buildings in Key West, as well as advice
on designing new buildings that were sensitive to the historic architectural context of Key ~est. Essentially, the Key West Administration set up a historic architectural review board without local or
state legislative authority and approval. The local fine arts commission and housing depar~ent staff, led by former HABS survey
squad member Donald Corley, advised and supported property
owners through the loan application process established by the
1934 National Housing Act. Corley had surveyed and delineated
the Spanish-American War Fort in Jacksonville, the City Gate at
Orange Street, and the Cathedral in Saint Augustine for HABS
from January to August 1934. 42 In Key West, Corley reviewed plans,
edited loan applications, and enlisted the assistance of managers at
the First National Bank, the only local financial institution authorized by the federally secured construction loan program. 43
At a meeting in early 1935, the Key West Fine Arts Commission
became the office tasked with handling this new historic preservation initiative. With Corley's guidance, its staff reviewed projects
based on sensitivity to local historic architectural context. The
commission "will pass on all demolition work, as well as giving its
approval to proposed construction work, so that the indigenous
architecture and apparent lack of plan in Key West can be preserved." According to The Key West Citizen, "all demolition, exterior
repair or alteration, and new building projects." The administration gave the fine arts commission this authority "with the end in
view of preserving the charm of Key West, or that of it r·e presented
in the city's architecture." 44

42

43
44

Spanish-American War Fort, Jacksonville, Duval County, HABS, FLA, 16_1; City
Gate, Orange Street, Saint Augustine, St. johns County, HABS, FLA_l5_3; The
Cathedral, Saint Augustine, St. john 's County, HABS, FLA, 15_7; Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Online Catalog, Washington, DC.
"FERA Rehabilitation of Key West," TKWC, January 4, 1935, 3; "FERA Maps
Out Varied Program of Activities for Island City," TKWC, April 4, 1935, l;
"Architectural Services by FERA Being Offered," TKWC, May 6, 1935, l.
"FERA Maps Out Varied Program of Activities for1sland City," TKWC, April 4,
1935, l; "Local Fine Arts Commission Maps Out its Program," TKWC, April 13,
1935, l; "Assistance to be Offered in Federal Loans," TKWC,June 26, 1935, l.
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The Key West Fine Arts Commission and the Key West Administration invited all Key West property owners considering home
improvements to consult with them on their remodeling projects.
The commission announced that it would be "glad to make suggestions or sketches to aid persons contemplating repairs or new
buildings." The commission would not charge for review consultation, and the scale of the project did not matter. The commission
"will be glad to help in designing any kind of a proposed building, whether it be a chicken coop, fine residence, or commercial
building." To facilitate the review process, the commission met
semi-weekly "so that any plans submitted to it can be acted upon
with dispatch, eliminating any undue delay." The commission gave
property owners access to the expertise of the city building inspector, the city engineer, the chief of the fire department, a landscape
architect, an artist, a building architect, a sanitary officer, and the
director of operations in the Key West Administration. According to Corley, the primary reason for activating a review process
with professional oversight stemmed from a recent awareness that,
"Much of the indefinable charm here, which appeals to so many
visitors, is due to the indigenous architecture." 45 Administration
officials linked the building permit approval process to widening
an appreciation and awareness of Key West's unique historic built
environment. Based on an interview with M. E. Gilfond, The K ey
West Citizen stated, "This move was taken in order that no unsightly
or dangerous structures would be erected or alterations undertaken." According to Gilfond, additional aesthetic review appended
to loan applications and building permits review process was necessary, so that "the character and charm of Key West and its homes
can be preserved," while simultaneously, "good structures can be
erected since professional services will be available." The Key West
Citizen concluded that review of plans for loan applications and
building permits had been put in place "so that the architectural
charm of Key West can be preserved and enhanced. "46
A public meeting in Key West indicated that the administration's historic preservation program enjoyed wide support in the
community. At this meeting, no one raised objections to undue
government regulation on private property or interventions into
credit markets. Economic distress, growing historical awareness,
45
46

"Local Fine Arts Commission Maps Out its Program," TKWC, April 13, 1935, l;
"Architectural Services by FERA Being Offered," TKWC, May 6, 1935, 1.
"Architectural Services by FERA Being Offered," TKWC, May 6, 1935, 1.
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and increasing appreciation for the city's architectural fabric paved
the way for a friendly reception of the administration's preservation program. On May 6, 1935, the Key West Hospitality League
hosted a meeting at 313 Duval Street, where Donald Corley and
various speakers, including the mayor, locals, and winter visitors,
argued for the benefits of the program. They made both commercial and aesthetic appeals. Preserving the "indigenous architecture
of Key West" ought to be accepted and supported, The Key West Citizen reported, as a means of attracting tourists "looking for unique
spots in America to spend their vacations." They urged people in
attendance to preserve Key ~est's locale through the services of
"the architectural section of the Key West Administration" and the
FHAthat is "making available a great deal of money for this kind
of work" through the local First National Bank. Corley informed
the gathering that the administration promotes the program "in
the hope of preserving and perpetuating the charming, unique
architecture which appeals to so many persons corning to this city."
In its coverage of the event, The Key West Citizen concluded that
the meeting was attended "by more persons than have been at a
session of the organization in many months," and that all in attendance "received the message of the various speakers cordially and
enthusiastically. "47
Soon after the hospitality house meeting, Donald Corley presented the administration's preservation program to the local
Rotary Club. At this meeting, Corley repeated the same arguments
and anecdotes, with an important addition tailored to this audience of businessmen. Once again, he discussed Key West's architectural ambiance. According to The Key West Citizen, Corley "gave
an interesting talk on the architecture of Key West and the plans
of his department to help all desiring their service in planning for
new buildings, remodeling homes, and applying for federal loans."
He pointed out that the housing department of the Key West
Administration received more requests for houses that "typify Key
West than for any other style" of rental housing. The "West Indian
Type House" that HABS staff photographed had become a favorite among tourists and an icon of Key West's exotic and authentic
architectural scene. Corley provided the group with a free-market
rationale for following the town's historic aesthetic building tradition when planning upgrades, telling Rotarians that if they build
47

"Speakers at Hospitality League Meeting Urge Preservation of City's Indigenous Architecture," TKWC, May 7, 1935, l.
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houses for winter residents in the popular historical style seen in
Key West, "they could anticipate a definite money return on their
investments. "48
The renovation program, the federal loan program, and the
historic architectural review process continued after Corley's
departure for Washington, D.C., at the end of May 1935. Even without Corley's guidance, "hundreds" of historical houses in Key West
were "renovated and presented as places of interest," according to
The Key West Citizen. After Corley departed, JR. Click took charge of
the architectural review and loan assistance program at the housing
department of the administration. Regardless of change in leadership, the federally guaranteed loan program and architectural
review service boosted the local construction market. Together
they produced "unprecedented building activity." The administration estimated that a dozen projects in planning stages would
be eligible for the federal loan program. By August 1935, the Key
West Administration had two dozen federal loan applications on
file and under review, with an estimated fifteen to twenty projects
under construction. Charles G. McGehee, deputy director of the
FHA, visited Key West to assess the loan-making process and pronounce its success. The majority of projects underway were commercial property upgrades, additions to existing structures, and
new construction. There were a handful of planned demolitions
among these projects; however, the growing preservation sensibility stayed the hand of destruction. Scheduled to be razed in 1934,
the George Carey House at 410 Caroline Street, which dates from
the 1830s, was renovated through the loan program. The administration advised homeowners to prepare for the upcoming rainy
season by repairing roofs, gutters, and cisterns with funds from the
federal loan program. The Strand Theatre, which had suffered fire
damage recently, was under repair through the program. Work
began on new housing in the Martello Tower Subdivision. The
Fleming Street Methodist Church applied for a renovation loan to
start repairs to their church. Eight property owners were listed in
the newspaper as awaiting loan approval. The popular appeal of
historic preservation in Key West clearly intensified in the spring
and summer of 1935. 49
48
49

"Donald Corley Gives Address at Rotary Meeting," TKWC, May 9, 1935, 1.
"Assistance to be Offered in Federal Loans," TKWC,June 26, 1935, l; "Affairs
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Preserving the historical feeling of Key West's locale occurred
alongside a growing historical awareness in the city. Appreciation
for Key West's history seemed to be on the ascendant in 1935, based
on coverage in The Key West Citizen. The discovery of a collection of
approximately half of a ton of Fort Jefferson's and Fort Zachary
Taylor's records in an abandoned stable at the navy base promised
to uncover much about the fort's construction and history and provide work for administration staff assigned to arranging and cataloguing the records. Commemoration of the Spanish-American
War at the Key West Cemetery, which held the graves of veterans,
turned into a large event in February 1935. The newspaper editors
also offered praise for administration workers who rehabilitated
Fort Jefferson into a tourist destination and published a preview of
projected repairs to Fort Taylor. Discovery of an old edition of The
Key West Citizen, dating from January 1914, prompted front-page
notice. The Key West Administration, according to news reports,
submitted a request for $6,134.40 to compile information on Key
West history. The local historical society, revived since its 1933 establishment, produced a bibliography of historical literature on Key
West. 50 In October 1935, a local antiquarian announced plans to
open a museum dedicated to Spanish history, stamps, and natural
history in Key West. While working on renovations at the Caroline
Lowe House, carpenters found the hiding place where Caroline
Lowe secreted a rebel flag that she boldly flew during the Union
occupation of Key West. When Union troops came to the house to
confiscate the flag, she hid it in a hollow railing, discovered by the
carpenters, on her belvedere. Such a discovery added to the lore of
"the tradition packed Lowe home." Local archaeological investigations of Indian mounds and commemorative events relating to the
Seminole Wars made the news. Lastly, through a new guidebook

50

Key West within Next Several Months," TKWC, August 15, 1935, l; "Strunk
Plans to Construct New Residence," TKWC, July 3, 1935, l; "Urge Repairs to
Roofs for Rainy Season," TKWC, July 17, 1935, l; "Begin Work on New Residence for E. Strunk," TKWC, July 26, 1935, l; "New Project for Key West is
Approved," TKWC, July 29, 1935, l; "New Program of Demolition Will Begin
on Monday," TKWC, August 10, 1935, l; William Carl Shiver, "The Historic
Architecture of Key West: The Triumph of Vernacular Form in a NineteenthCentury Florida Town" (PhD diss., Florida State University, 1987), 70.
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for the 1935-1936 tourist season, the administration boosted this
increasing awareness of local history. 51
Projects underway elsewhere in Key West played a similar
role in promoting tourism and local history. The administration
completed the aquarium construction project and the city docks
improvements started by the CWA in December 1933. The aquarium served as another attraction in the Key West tourists' itinerary,
and the improved city docks figured into tourism also. The Key
West Administration encouraged visitors to tour the docks to witness fishermen hauling in their catch, to see trapped turtles auctioned off"' and watch workers loading and unloading sponges. At
the docks, writes Bernard C. DeWitt, "one has an opportunity to
observe fishermen as they really are." Bargaining between wholesale buyers and fishermen was "a point of interest to the visitor"
and "worth seeing." Likewise, improvements to the municipal golf
course, the public pool, and Coral Park continued through FERA
funding as amenities for both tourists and citizens. Later phases of
federal activity included highway improvements throughout Monroe County and enhancements to the municipal airport. All were
geared toward bringing tourists to Key West. 52
Some preservation movements had gained momentum to save
historic districts in cities across the country before Key West preserved its assemblage of historic resources. For example, conditions of neglect, threats of demolition, and removal of architectural
details from buildings in New Orleans, Louisiana and Charleston,
South Carolina prompted historic preservation protests in the
1920s. Leadership of these initiatives came from each community's elite and prominent citizens. Charismatic personalities and
51
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philanthropists with deep pockets spurred on early preservation
through New Orleans's Vieux Carre Commission (organized in
1925), which created interest in preserving the French Quarter's
historic qualities, and Charleston's Society for the Preservation
of Old Dwelling Houses (organized in 1920), which established
the Old and Historic Charleston District through a zoning ordinance in 1931. 53 Claims for political and cultural authority, ancestor worship, and control of the town's historic narrative attended
elite-dominated preservation efforts in Charleston. Additionally,
Charleston's preservationists launched a history-based tourism
marketing campaign in the early 1920s to attract tourists to their
historic district and entertain them with romanticized local lore. 54
Although Charleston's marketing efforts paralleled those of Key
West, the motivating force in Key West was not confined to the
upper segment of the population and concerns for social and political control. Initiated by social workers appointed by government
officials, Key West's preservation movement was a popular one
reaching across classes and ethnicities. It was a desperate action
to save not just a district of elegant and historic architecture but a
whole city.
In his history of historic preservation, Charles Hosmer categorizes the preservation efforts of Charleston and New Orleans as
area preservation, but Key West's preservation program, dedicated
to the entirety of the town, does not appear in his overview. It does,
however, conform to his conceptualization of preserving historic
districts. Key West mirrors preservation activities in Deerfield, Massachusetts, at this time, but only to a point. The germination of
preservation awareness in both towns is similar, but a wealthy family in 1936 started the preservation of Deerfield 's historic buildings,
which became an outdoor museum, as education was a touchstone
of Deerfield's program. Educational exhibits did not factor into the
preservation of Key West. Furthermore, preservationists in Deerfield took a building-by-building approach. Key West embraced the
full range of its historic resources. Lastly, antiquarian and educational aspects in Deerfield's preservation history provide a telling
contrast to the commercial intentions and cross-class appeal at Key
West as it mined its usable past. 55
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Key West broadly interpreted historic preservation to serve the
entire community. Preservation in Key West also lacked the tincture of filiopietism found in the Society for the Preservation of
New England Antiquities (SPNEA) , the Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities (APVA), and Charleston's Society
for the Preservation of Old Dwelling Houses. Of course, the aforementioned preservation programs in Charleston, Virginia, and
New England focused on the singular quality of buildings, their
outstanding historical significance, or their aesthetic radiance, but
wider and acute social concerns attended their preservation activism. Recent scholarship on the APVA, the SPNEA, and the Society
for the Preservation of Old Dwelling Houses has brought to light
larger political intentions and cultural priorities that informed the
creation and agendas of these cultural institutions. While they campaigned to save old buildings and shape regional and local history,
elites also sought to bolster their control over social order, cultural change, and race relations. Attempts to fortify prevailing civic
decorum and maintain established political power could be facilitated, they found, through historic preservation activities. 56 In Key
West, pressing financial needs of the city shaped the parameters of
preservation. According to Stone, "The program, as it is now being
developed, should bring actual physical and spiritual comfort to
some 10,000 people who have suffered as few other communities
in recent years, and such relief will be the result of the labor and
enthusiasm of the people of Key West." 5 7 Municipal fiscal disaster
and unrelenting unemployment crisis shaped Key West's preservation program, placing it against the grain of contemporary preservation programs and out of historic preservation historiography.
New Orleans, Charleston, Deerfield, and the acolytes of SPNEA
and APVA, however, cannot claim, as Key West can, that historic
preservation saved an entire city.
Congress did not initially give FERA and the Key West Administ!"ation a historic preservation directive, but circumstances necessitated that the administrators embrace a preservation sensibility.
They did so after recognizing value in Key West's building stock
and its ability to catch the eye of tourists. Officials and locals
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appreciated how the buildings of Key West reflected American
adaptations to the tropical climate, resulting in "an indigenous
architecture of great interest to artists and tourists ." Key West's
built environment could sustain local businesses in ways that federal funding could not. Rehabilitation of run-down houses into
attractions and habitable accommodations became the keyword
of these projects. Rehabilitating houses reflective of local history
served as a critical component in the comprehensive rehabilitation plan. "Certain it is," writes Stone, "that we will make all the
private homes on this island habitable and charming dwellings."
The Key West Administration, then, embraced a view that preservation functions best wheI]. !t benefits community as a whole, not
just individual buildings. Demolition, admittedly, was a part of the
comprehensive rehabilitation, but its members acknowledged that
local architecture, among other aspects in the city's cultural life,
is "a definite part of this island's charm and appeal." Therefore,
they pledged, "all that has been Key West is to be preserved as far
as possible." 58
Key West's innovative and effective preservation movement
included embracing cultural diversity and crafting a new historic
narrative. The city's multicultural population amplified its charm,
and promotional literature foregrounded the variety of cultural
expression found in Key West. Tourist bulletins recognized the
influence of Americans, Spaniards, Cubans, and West Indians and
asserted that "the effect of intermingling social forces in this Island
City can be detected in the architecture of Key West," particularly
in "a number of houses here which typify the composite of those
forces." Including Cuban and Bahamian culture in the historical
narrative at a time when such groups were not represented in historic preservation activities shows Key West departing from conventional preservation practice. An introductory essay for: Key West
in Transition by Jenny Ballou, for example, asserted that, "Architecturally, Key West has an indigenous essence that grows on one. "59
The Key West Administration was not the only federal agency at
this time to celebrate American cultural distinctiveness and variety for commercial purposes. Other agencies and programs sought
out essences of American character. For instance, the Tennessee
58
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Valley Authority organized and marketed handicrafts of indigenous people in the southern Appalachian Highlands as a means
of economic revitalization for this impoverished region during the
Great Depression. 60
Scholars of historic preservation today investigate how decisions
made over what should be preserved involve and result in redactions and omissions that challenge claims of objectivity. Bias and cultural politics focus the gaze of preservationists as they rescue certain
objects and not others from the past. Preservation gestures frame
historical narratives that privilege plots, stories, and people based
on arguments for significance determined by power and influence.
Preservation programs, therefore, are social products bound by context, imagination, circumstances, and human desire for carefully
selected reminders of the past. 61 In 1934, Key West's preservation
movement recognized the modest dwellings of Cuban cigar factory
workers, forts that reflected the city's former prominence as Gibraltar of the Gulf of Mexico, and the grand homes of successful merchants from the Bahamas and the East Coast of the United States,
other preservation programs focused on national heroes (George
Washington foremost among them), choice architectural examples of excellence, and historic sites clamoring for protection and
patriotic recognition. 62 Typically, preservationists rallied around the
tropes of Anglo-Saxon acts of conquest on the North American frontier and independence from Great Britain. The pluralistic rhetoric
in narratives presented by Key West preservationists marked a new
stance in contemporary justifications for preseFVation.
Emphasis on ethnic diversity in Key West resonated throughout Key West in Transition. Corley drafted a crucial essay in that
pamphlet, praising Key West's singular architectural fabric and
ethnic variety. 63 Corley's moody and atmospheric architectural
essay attributed the city's sense of pure relaxation, "dolce far niente," to the buildings, the foliage, the seascape, and the melange of
60
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Clean-up of trash and debris from neighborhoods, Key West, FL, 1935. Florida
Photographic Collection, State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory, http://
floridamemory.com / items/ show/ 142864.

ethnicity. They all contribute, he writes, lovely notes forming "a
Chopin chord. " 64 In the buildings of Key West, Corley sensed influences of builders from New Orleans and the Bahamas to Virginia
and Nantucket. Verandas, some with ornamental cast iron, marked
the facades of expertly built houses of mahogany and cedar framing impervious to the appetites of termites (Corley calls it "pegged
architecture"). Even the ocean air contributed to the resilience
and antiquity of architecture by steeping wood frames with salt and
making them nearly fire-retardant. The architectural aesthetic of
Key West , writes Corley, creates "a place for you to lose yourself in
whatever revery your fancy dictates. " 65
Carley's skill at prose had been honed before his arrival in Key
West. He had numerous works of fiction published to modest critical acclaim in the decades before the Depression. His architectural
education began at Emory University, was completed in Europe,
and led to employment at the prominent firm of McKim, Meade,
64
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and White in New York City. He left architecture to focus on art
and literature, illustrating many of his own works and exhibiting
etchings and drawings. Harper's Monthly Magazine published many
of his stories. 66 He returned to architecture during the Depression, first working in Florida and then designing a museum and
teahouse at the John James Audubon State Park in Henderson,
Kentucky in 1937.67
The appreciative tone taken toward the variety of ethnicities
in Key West resonating throughout Key West in Transition was not
unique. Other New Deal agencies also chimed cultural pluralism
as a national value into their publications. For instance, the Index
of American Design, a documentation program sponsored by the
Federal Art Project through the WPA, collected examples of American folk art. Beginning in 1935, the Index of American Design created a HABS-like archive of folk art to preserve unique expressions
of American material culture outside of high-style fine art. 68
Key West in Transition, the 1934 bulletin published for tourists,
repeats themes of discovering cultural variety from national to
local in character. In "Points of Interest," Bernard C. DeWitt lists
historic and curious sites, such as the oldest house, which was built
of cedar with a separate kitchen out back. All sites are keyed to a
map at the back of the bulletin for tourists' use. Prominent in the
list are sites of significance to Key West's Cuban community: social
halls, nightclubs, the Cuban section of the Key West cemetery, and
abandoned cigar factories. Other historic buildings include two
66
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Martello Towers and Fort Zachary Taylor, the Hemingway house,
the lighthouse, the San Carlos Institute built by the Spanish government for Cuban expatriates living in Key West, and the naval
base with its Robert Mills-designed Marine Hospital. Local historic
sites are accorded significance alongside buildings of national stature in the text of the walking tour. 69
By 1935, Key West had developed a valid historic preservation
initiative. For instance, the fac;,:ade improvements echo today's Main
Street Program designed and supported by the National Trust for
Historic Preservation. Leveraging local history resources to develop and promote community heritage and amenities in Key West
also has an analog in today's _Ereserve America program operated
by the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, the United States
Department of the Interior, and other federal agencies. The Key
West initiative enjoyed local support. The published walking tour,
guiding visitors to historic sites of interest, could find its match in
the pages of Colonial Williamsburg guidebooks. Although buildings were not protected through official designation, a review commission, or municipal zoning, and the hallmarks of preservation
action today, namely local consensus, fiscal common sense, and
goodwill, ensured their preservation. Key West's dilemma and the
administration's enlightened response enriched early federal preservation knowledge and practice.
Key West gained much from federal sponsorship of its historic
preservation program. The NPS, on the other hand, also learned
lessons about the importance of local history from Key West.
Through HABS, the NPS expanded its historical programming
and professional expertise beyond management of large historical
parks and scenic areas. At a time when it was arguing and planning
for acquisition of federal historic sites from the War Department,
the NPS also engaged in local municipal preservation planning
and advocacy. Before Key West, the NPS took on large-scale,
nationally-oriented historic preservation projects at Wakefield (the
historic birthplace of George Washington in Virginia) beginning
in 1930,Jockey Hollow and the Ford Mansion in Morristown, New
Jersey, beginning in 1932, and Colonial National Historic Park
(the Moore House, Colonial Parkway, andJamestown archaeological site) beginning in 1930. 70 These projects featured preservation
69
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treatments for single buildings and sites as well as battlefields, and
they led to the development of NPS units on the East Coast. Key
West, for obvious reasons, did not have the potential to become
a National Park, but work there exhibits early recognition of historical significance at the local level and the value of preserving
vernacular landscapes. Beyond Key West, NPS staff contributed to
preservation of working waterfronts in such towns as Portsmouth,
New Hampshire, and Salem, Massachusetts, in 1935. The New
Deal rehabilitation of Key West enhanced professional preservation practices emerging in the federal government. These practices have evolved into today's heritage corridors: Main Streets, Elm
Streets, local historic districts, heritage trails, and heritage areas. 71
The influence of Key West style historic preservation can be
seen in Corley's work in Portsmouth, New Hampshire in 1936, the
year before he worked in Henderson, Kentucky. Corley arrived in
Portsmouth to consult with NPS architect John Mead Howells on
determining the extent of Portsmouth 's historic area and the scope
of a restoration project. There, a motivated group of people started
a project in 1934 to rehabilitate the town's declining economy, particularly its harbor area, through its historic resources. Both Portsmouth and Key West shared a history as formerly thriving seaport
towns that suffered severe economic hardship during the Great
Depression. Both towns looked to the federal government for commercial assistance and the help of preservation professionals. The
project included mapping the district, creating drawings, surveying
buildings, renovating buildings, removing modern buildings, and
anchoring historic ships in the harbor. Their proposals constituted
a self-liquidating renovation assistance program similar to that of
Key West. Portsmouth did not get the level of funding that Key
West received, as the Roosevelt administration cut back its relief
spending for political purposes in the 1936 election year. Nevertheless, the attempt does show preservation ideas hatched in Key West
influenced NPS administration. 72
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Conclusion

Beaches had been cleaned by volunteers. The golf course had
been reconditioned. The aquarium opened. The bustle on the
docks provided visitors with a diversion . Hotels enjoyed high occupancy numbers. Local homeowners made a tidy profit by renting
out their homes to tourists. A grassroots historic preservation movement saved the day. Key West offered excitement. Key West was
in the news. Elmer Davis fr~om Harper's Magazine wrote that "Last
winter for the first time in its history, Key West drew a crowd. "73
The 1934-1935 tourist season succeeded in bringing in tourists and
providing them with entertaini g distractions, but this is not the
final word about preservation in Key West.
It was more than an economic success; it was a confident step
toward popularizing historic preservation in the United States.
Administrators captured a new appreciation for the stock of common buildings in Key West. They emphasized adaptation of local
architecture to Caribbean climate. They emphasized Cuban, Bahamian, and American cultural contributions to the town's atmosphere. Key West possessed a unique flavor expressed through its
architecture. They put Cubans in the foreground of Key West's history. They praised the mingling of Key West's ethnic groups. Key
West's historic preservation program showed dynamic thinking,
progressing beyond what pre~ervationists before them had done.
The WPA, inheritor of the initial FERA work relief program
in November 1935, continued tourism enhancement projects for
Key West by promoting historic and cultural resources along the
Florida reef in its American Guidebook series, which was written
to appeal to both tourists and people interested in America's past
but to mainly increase the number of visitors to the keys. Heritage
and Americana served as armature for narratives emphasizing distinctive local culture expressing exotic elements. As a consequence
of the New Deal, Key West's past would be a permanent part of its
future. 74
Private individuals and organizations remained prominent in
the historic preservation movement up until the 1966 passage of
the National Historical Preservation Act. This act ushered in an
era of federal leadership in historic preservation, diminishing the
role of the charismatic and wealthy preservation advocate . The
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prevailing understanding holds that prior to the 1966 act, federal agencies working under mandates of the 1935 Historic Sites
Act and Executive Order 6166 focused on open land conservation out West, scenic parks mainly, and the development of the
National Park System rather than local historic preservation priorities.75 Events in Key West during the Great Depression reveal an
improvisational mode of initial federal historic preservation in the
early twentieth century. Although they lacked "administrative unification," the programs accomplished preservation goals without
controversial property acquisition by the federal government that
plagued other projects. 76
The major historic preservation efforts of the day emerged
in reaction to commercialism and in praise of American colonial
elites. For instance, Colonial Williamsburg germinated from Rev.
William A.R. Goodwin's indignation at the adverse effects private
automobiles brought to Williamsburg, Virginia. The removal of
richly appointed architectural elements in high-style homes by
antiques collectors, a perceived decline of cultural authority, and
construction of filling stations in Charleston, South Carolina,
launched local elites into a campaign to establish their preservation movement. That movement, however, concerned itself
only with buildings standing within the historic district. Historic
preservation in Charleston moved beyond those historic district
boundaries in 1947 after establishment of the Historic Charleston
Foundation. 77 Threats of demolition, obtrusive signs, and ill-conceived renovations in New Orleans's French Quarter prompted
preservation concerns beginning in the middle 1920s. 78 Not until
1974 though, with the creation of the Preservation Resource Center, did an organization rise in New Orleans that provided the
level of historic preservation services in the manner offered by
the Key West Administration's housing department. Furthermore,
75
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power and prestige drove the prominent historic preservation
movements of the early twentieth century. Elites sought to preserve the oldest and best of their architectural inventory or venerate their ancestors. In Williamsburg, Rev. Goodwin turned to
the wealth of Rockefeller who bought out local landowners beginning in 1926. Rockefeller then turned the preservation program
over to the Beaux-Arts-trained architects at Perry, Shaw, and
Hepburn. Charleston 's cadre of elites passed zoning ordinances
to shield their district from nuisances and eyesores spawned by
commercialism. The social and political upper echelon of New
Orleans advanced their historic district's authority through the
state legislature in 1936 to guara against demolition and unsightly
renovations.
While the aforementioned districts of historic architecture
sought to buffer themselves against the crush of progress, modernity, and change, Key West, on the contrary, welcomed improved
access to its historic landscape. Instead of banning cars, they
improved the roads leading to Key West. They received federal
funds to eliminate ferry crossings that slowed down the journey.
They rented out their homes. They advertised the mystique of the
Florida Keys in national newspapers and tourist trade publications.
Key West, battered as it was by the Depression, embraced modernity and the motoring masses as the economic savior of their distressed community.
Equally important, these projects raised historical awareness
in Key West. In their enthusiasm for local heritage, citizens revitalized their local economy and stimulated an appreciation for their
usable past. Similarly, their enthusiasm also prompted the revival of
a local historical society in December 1934, which had faltered after
its start in 1933. 79 The society sought to provide educational materials for school children and host historical pageants. It p lanned
to open a museum, but initially it set up only historical displays
in one room of the Key West Hospitality House . Administrators
noted that the revived Key West Historical Society had scheduled
regular meetings. A gala week of festivities would take place in February 1935, featuring pageantry of history and legend and carrying
forward a renewed sense of local interest in history. The society
elected Judge Jefferson Beale Browne as its president, and the Key
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West Administration pledged its full cooperation, particularly M. E.
Gilfond, one of the society's executive officers. 80
Their success in raising Key West's historical profile also
reached the offices of HABS, whose staffreturned to Key West in
1937 for a specially directed survey. Three years of data collection across the nation had inspired HABS to produce drafts of an
"Outline of the Development of Early American Architecture" in
1937. The Florida section of the outline, however, demanded more
detailed information on Key West than Close had ever provided.
Therefore, the Chief of HABS's Southern Division, Marvin Eickenroht, conducted his own fieldwork in May 1937 and augmented the
outline, which was never published, with numerous examples of
Key West's finest domestic architecture. Eickenroht praised Donald Carley's previous work and described Key West as "never-never
land," clearly under the influence of the island's tropical charm. 81
Lastly, important inferences can be drawn from this account
of Key West's historic preservation program in the 1930s. Key West
preserved its historic resources without legal ordinances and without dispossessing and displacing its local population, as Charleston,
South Carolina did to African-American tenants in historic buildings. 82 Key West preserved its historic architecture without local
zoning ordinances and without state legislative sanction. Key West
relied on the will of its citizens and federal funding. This moment
in Key West history has implications for historic preservationists
today. The people of Key West, CWA, FERA, HABS, and the NPS put
together a program of local historic preservation, heritage promotion, and revitalization incentives that today's historic preservation
programs replicate. Historic preservation has not always relied on a
vanguard of professionally trained practitioners or upper class activists. Historic preservation is most useful and makes the most sense
in circumstances where whole communities benefit from its values.
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