residency there. In describing Webb's property, the deed contains
this description: "...being bounded on the Northwest side by
Caroline Street, on the Northeast side by Duval Street, on the
Scutheast side by the lot occupied in 1836 by Francis Watlington

anZ cn the Southwest side by lands now or lately occupied by William
Marvin. "> Although W.A. Whitehead's 1838 pencil sketch of structures
cn the island (Figure 2) denotes a "House bequn by Judge Webb, un-
finished," Cussans' framework behind it is not visible. The deed

book entries, nonetheless, substantiate its existence by 1836.
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FRANCIS WATLINGTON: PORTRAIT OF A SEA CAPTAIN

Captain Francis Watling'i:cm, a sea-faring pilot born in St. Croix
on April 1, 1804,%3 became familiar with the island of Key West on
his journeys along the triangular trade route between New York,
Nassau and Key West. Newspaper records indicate young Watlington's

first acquaintance with Cayo Hueso occurred in 1829, concurrent with

Cussans' arrival. The Key West Register reported a list of persons,

among them a Francis Watlington, for whom letters were being kept

in August, 1829. 44

Watlington's family which traced its early ancestry to Devony,
England and Bermuxda had migrated to New York at the turn of the
eighteenth century. Francis' father Thomas Watlington, a shipmaster,
took up residence with his wife Sarah at 20 Franklin Street in
New York City.45 In time their son Francis bought several schooners

with which he engaged in shipping and wrecking along the eastern

coast and Caribbean islands.

Watlington returned in 1830 bringing his young bride
Emeline Johnson Watlington to settle in Key West. The youthful

46

Mrs. Watlington was born in New York in 1812, = the daughter of

Charles and Hannah Johnson, 7 Thames Street on Staten Island,” A
shipmaster, Charles Johnson owned considerable New York property; upon
his death in 1828 Johnson's assets were bequeathed to his wife and
thence to be distributed among their five children: John W.,

Charles, Amelia, Emeline (Watlington) and Iouisa (Herder.) (A copy

of the 1828 will is included in the Appendix).
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Francis Watlington, a master seaman, was appointed Pilot for

Monroe County by the State Legislative Council in 1834,48 served

as Inspector of Customs at the Carysfort Lighthouse in 1838,49
and was named Port Warden for Key West in 1840.50 He operated the

51 52

schooners Black Hawk™ and Caroline,”™  collecting salvage and trans-—

porting passengers and goods to Nassau.

A regular parishoner at St. Paul's Episcopal Church, Watlington's

seven daughters were baptized fhere.53

The eldest, Hannah, married
Edward Howe, Sarah married Judge Joseph B. Wall of Tampa, and
Emeline married William H. Ward in 1858. Maria wed Joseph C. King

in 1867, while Mary resided in Key West as the wife of Dr. Charles

S. Johnson. Judge Ramon Alvarez, special deputy collector of custaoms
at Key West, claimed Florence Watlington as his wife. Miss Lillie

never married and resided at the family hame until her death in 1936.54

While Watlington's growing family remained in Key West, their home
became something of a social center in town. The structure itself was
owned by Cussans who leased it to his fellow mariner Francis Watlington
until 1839 when it was sold to William H. Wall.”> Jefferson B. Browne

in Key West: The Old and the New records that "Duval Street was only

cleared about half way between Eaton and Fleming Streets as late as 1836,
and the only house on it at that time, after crossing Caroline Street,
was on belonging to Francis B. Watlington... .“56 In fact, on December
10, 1839, Cussans sold to Wall for $750 " All my House and lot situated
in the rear of a house and lot owned by James Webb....“57 The Wall
family held title to the frame dwelling for a little over two years
before it was sold to Emeline Watlington's brother-in-law Nicholas D.
Herder fram New York City.58 Herder and his wife the former Maria
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ILouisa Johnson, maintained title to the property until August 30,

1869, when it was deeded o Eneline Watlington.”® Nonetheless,

city tax rolls dating fram 1845 assess Francis Watlington for prop-
erty taxes. The assessed valuation fluctuated fram $600 in 1845

to $1,000 in 1847; it declined in the 1850s to $800. The Recon-
struction period following the Civil War marked a further decline

in the valuation of the Duval Steet site to $400.%° By 1886, how-
ever, the property value had risen to $600. The 1895 tax roll for

Key West shows the Watlington House site valued at $1500. Improvements
and personal property together with the lot totalled an aggregate

worth of $2,000 in 1895.61

Francis B. Watlington's career as Key.West mariner and wrecker
was supplanted by his brief tenure as state senator in the years prior
to the firing on Fort Sumter. Subsequently, Watlington's secessionist
beliefs compelled his participation in the South's Confederate Navy.
In 1859, the voters of Monroe County supported Watlington's bid to
becane state senator from the 21st Dis;trict.62 The January 14, 1860

edition of Key to the Gulf noted: "Cur Senator, Honorable Francis

Watlington, arrived at his house in this city on Sunday last" to report
to the townspeople on the legislative session.63 Only a single letter
dated April 17, 1861, fram Watlington to Florida's Governor Perry
remains extant. In that dispatch Watlington described somewhat
chaotic conditions in the city when Union steamers docked at Fort
Taylor. Watlington wrote: "We are living under great mortification,
but we are satisfied that...it is for the best that you did not take

the forts or send arms he.::ws:."s'4
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The 1860 Census finds nomention of Francis Watlington as a
Key West resident. It can be surmised that by late 1861 Watlington
had resigned as senator and beqgun service for the Confederate cause
in Alabama. Confederate forces of the Mobile Squadron operated as a
bulwark to impede Unionist penetration at Mobile Bay throughout the
war years. Flotillas of ironclad qunboats fought to curtail Federal
control there; the southerners proved successful until 1864. At the
Battle of Mobile Bay on August 5, 1864, the Confederate gunboats Gaines
and Selma were beached, the Tennessee was captured, though the Morgan
escaped.®® such events signalled the fall of the city of Mobile.
The remainder of the squadron fled via the Alabama River toward Selma
but Union blockades forced a surrender. On May 10, 1865, Cammodore
Farrand, C.S.N., surrendered at Nanna Hubba Bluff on the Tambigbee

River. Union forces claimed the following ships, Nashville, Morgan,

Baltic, Black Diamond and Southern Republic, together with 112 officers,
66

285 enlisted men and 24 marines. Among the officers was an "F.
Watlington, Lieutenant." Watlington was also listed on the Register

of Commissioned and Warrant Officers of the Provisional Navy of the

Confederate States.

The letterbook of Admiral Franklin Buchanan and the ledger and
cashbooks of the Mobile paymaster reveal Watlington's service; they
do not pinpoint, however, the ship on which he served. According
to these sources, the Key Wester is first noted on July 27, 1863,
as a lieutenant. By August 31, 1864, Watlington was pramoted to first

lieutenant. His monthly pay averaged $315.0067'r

Thus, existing information substantiates Francis Watlington's
Civil War service——not as a confidant of Jefferson Davis or Stephen
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Mallory, nor as Engineer of the Mobile ship yard--such claims are
mere conjecture. Yet Watlington, a versatile and significant Key
West citizen, maintained his public service record and acted upon

his beliefs during the wartime era.

Watlington, now in his sixties, returned to his Duval Street
home at the close of the Civil War to re-join his family in Rey West.
His death in 1883 was mourned by the commmnity. Descendants of
this sea pilot continued to inhabit the lovely Bahamian frame house

at 322 Duval Street for a century thereafter.
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SUMMARY

The foregoing historical account of events and personages linked
to Key West's Oldest House Museum represents an attempt to introduce
and evaluate existing evidence. Definite conclusions as to the
original construction date and the actual architect/builder are diffi-
cult to draw. One can offer a judicious assessment based upon re-
corded documents. In the future perhaps additional data will be

generated to camplete or finalize the history of this Conch dwelling.

Certain observations based upon the archival material herein
discussed, however, may be noted. A thorough search of U.S. military
records pertinent to Key West in the 1820s has revealed no connection
between Porter's Squadron and Richard Cussans. The notion that the
Oldest House was originally erected on Whitehead Street by naval forces
and subsequently relocated to the present site has no factual basis.
The building complex erected by Commodore Porter was of a temporary
type and no documents record any transfer of military property to

civilian islanders.

Secondly, historical research supports the claims that Richard
Cussans was the earliest Key Wester associated with the Duval Street
property. That he aquired the land between 1834 and 1836 is no mere
supposition. Given Cussans' carpentry skills it seems likely that he
constructed at least a portion of the extant structure upon procurement
of the property. Cussans rented the house to his friend and fellow
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mariner, Francis Watlington, by 1836. Inspection of the dwelling
supports the idea that as the Watlington family expanded, a second
structure was enjoined which created the cohesive unit which exists
today. Thus, the Watlington family chain's link to the 322 Duval
Street site remained unsevered fram 1836 to 1974. As such, it is

perhaps the longest tie of a Key West family to a homesite.
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APPENDTX

l.

Drawing. Location of Cussans' grocery on Whitehead Street.

2.

1838 Pencil Sketch of Island of Key West by William Whitehead.
3

Portion of 1912 Sanborn Insurance Map that details layout of
322 Duval Street property.

4,5 ;
Cemetery plats of Watlington Family in Key West Cemetery.

6.
Map showing effects of fires to portions of Key West.

T
Extract from will of Charles Johnson, 1828.

8.
Copy of baptismal record of Richard W. Cussans (Baptismal
Register, St. Matthew's Church, 1807-1884, p. 481.

9.
Marriage Record of| Richard Cussans to Amelia Evans—-27 February
1800 (Book of Marrfiages, Christ Church Cathedral 1792-1805,

p. 136).

10
Death record of Richard Walter Cussans (Christ Church Cathedral,
Register of Burials 1829-1843, p. 9).

1 B8
The Oldest House. | Photograph by Wright Iangley, Director,
Historic Key West Preservation Board.

12.
Genealogy Table of| Francis Watlington Family
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