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Antebellum
houses

recent book on the antebellum homes
Aof Florida focuses almost exclusively

on the northern part of the state, Yet
Key West was the largest and wealthiest city
in Florida during this
period, and people built
significant buildings to
match their numbers
and affluence,

Antebellum architec-

ture in the South has
long been the subject of
nostalgic retrospectives,
revered for its asso-

ciation with “gracious R
living." Of course, this PRESERVATION :
view depended entirely George Born . -

upon one'’s perspec-

tive: Slavery was legal and thriving in the
Keys before the Civil War — so Africans and
their deseendants had a different experience.
Poor whites also would have little reason to
romanticize their lot. :

Indeed, life must have been hard: Sailing
to and from the Keys was slow, unpredictable-
and dangerous. And while winters may have
been relatively comfortable, summers were
certainly difficult with mosquitoes, yellow
fever and unmitigated heat,

Atthe time, the Keys had a salty, maritime
flavor, with people working in fishing, wreck-
ing, sea-salt making, shipbuilding, hemp
manufacturing, turtling, commerce and
sponging.

An early magazine reported the presence
of 650 houses in 1851, while another publica-
tion in 1862 noted 800 houses in Key West.
Many of these have not survived, as hur-
ricanes, fires and demolition took their toll.
Some, however, remain and offer hints of life
in the Keys before the Civil War.

Common features include wood construc-
tion, placement on stone piers, gable roofs,
front porches and simple rectangular mass-
ing. Additionally, they were either oneanda,.
half or twa and a half stories! Theyalgo often
featured a central-hall floor plan, allowing for
cross ventilation,

One of Key West's earliest carpenters,
Richard Cussans, built what we now know as
the Oldest House at 322 Duval St. Wrecking
captain Francis Watlington and his wife
Emeline occupied the property at least as
early as 1836. Over the years, the family grad-
ually expanded their accommodations. In the
backyard stands a surviving cook house with
an open fireplace,

The building at 336 Duval St. was possibly
constructed circa 1838 at another location
and moved to this lot, which Alexander
Patterson acquired in 1847, The Baldwin
family bought the property in 1860, which

See BORN, page 2E
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