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Best Places  
to Eat

¨¨ Café Solé (p182)

¨¨ Nine One Five (p182)

¨¨ Midway Cafe (p164)

¨¨ Key Largo Conch House 
(p161)

Best Places  
to Stay

¨¨ Deer Run Bed  
& Breakfast (p170)

¨¨ Lighthouse Court Inn 
(p180)

¨¨ Mermaid & the  
Alligator (p180)

¨¨ Tropical Inn (p180)

When to Go

Dec–Mar It’s dry, 
the sun is out, the 
weather is grand 
and the lodging is 
at its most  
expensive.

Apr–Jun Sea 
breezes help to 
keep the summer 
heat down, and 
hotel rates drop 
precipitously.

Jul–Nov There’s 
some rain (and 
maybe even some 
hurricanes), but 
plenty of festivals 
too.

F DNOSAJJMAMJ

Key West
°C/°F Temp Rainfall inches/mm 

0

8/200

2/50

4/100

6/150

10/50

0/32

30/86

40/104

20/68

Florida Keys 
& Key West

Why Go?
If Florida is a state apart from the USA, the Keys are islands 
apart from Florida – in other words, it’s different down here. 
They march to the beat of their own drum, or Alabama coun-
try band, or Bahamanian steel calypso set... This is a place 
where those who reject everyday life on the mainland escape. 
What do they find? About 113 mangrove-and-sandbar islands 
where the white sun melts over tight fists of deep green man-
groves; long, gloriously soft mudflats and tidal bars; water as 
teal as Arizona turquoise; and a bunch of people often like 
themselves: freaks, geeks and lovable weirdoes all.

Key West is still defined by its motto, which we love – One 
Human Family – an ideal that equals a tolerant, accepting 
ethos where anything goes and life is always a party (or at 
least a hungover day after). The color scheme: watercolor 
pastels cooled by breezes on a sunset-kissed Bahamian 
porch. Welcome to the End of the USA.

Have a drink.
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History
Calusa and Tequesta peoples plied these 
waters for thousands of years, but that era 
came to a depressingly predictable end with 
the arrival of the Spanish, the area’s first Eu-
ropean settlers. Upon finding Native Amer-
ican burial sites, Spanish explorers named 
Key West Cayo Hueso (pronounced kah-ya 
way-so, meaning Bone Island), a title since 
anglicized into its current incarnation. From 
1760 to 1763, as the Spaniards transferred 
control of Florida to Great Britain, all of the 
islands’ indigenous peoples were transferred 
to Cuba, where they either died in exile or 
integrated into the local ethnic mélange.

Key West itself was purchased by John 
Simonton in 1821, and developed as a naval 
base in 1822. For a long while, the area’s cy-
cle of boom and bust was tied to the military, 
salt manufacturing, lime production (from 
coral), shipwrecks, and sponges, which 
were harvested, dried and turned into their 
namesake bath product.

In the late 1800s the area became the focus 
of mass immigration as Cubans fled Span-
ish rule and looked to form a revolutionary 
army. Along with them came cigar manufac-
turers, who turned Key West into the USA’s 
cigar-manufacturing center. That would 
end when workers’ demands convinced sev-
eral large manufacturers, notably Vicente 
Martínez Ybor and Ignacio Haya, to relocate 
to Tampa in southwest Florida. Immigrants 
from the Caribbean settled in the Keys in 
this period, and as a result, today’s local Af-
rican Americans tend to be descended from 
Bahamian immigrants rather than Southern 
slaves – something of a rarity in the US.

During the Spanish-American War (1898), 
Key West was an important staging point for 
US troops, and the military presence lasted 
through to WWI. In the late 1910s, with Pro-
hibition on the horizon, Key West became 
a bootlegging center, as people stocked up 
on booze. The Keys began to boom around 
1938 when Henry Flagler constructed his 
Overseas Hwy, replacing the by-then defunct 
Overseas Railroad.

Key West has always been a place where 
people buck trends. A large society of art-
ists and craftspeople congregated here at 
the end of the Great Depression because 
of cheap real estate, and that community 
continues to grow (despite today’s pricey 
real estate). While gay men have long been 
welcomed, the gay community really picked 
up in earnest in the 1970s; today it’s one of 

the most renowned and best organized gay 
communities in the country.

Climate
Though it’s warm and tropical in the Keys, 
it never gets higher than about 97°F. The 
peak in summer is usually about 89°F, with 
the temperature staying a few degrees cool-
er than Miami because the Keys are sur-
rounded by ocean (and refreshing ocean 
breezes). The coldest it gets is usually in the 
50s (when some people dress like a blizzard 
has descended), and water temperature 
stays in the 80s most of the time. The thun-
derstorm season begins by late May, and 
then everyone buckles down for the feared  
hurricanes – if they arrive, expect them in 
late summer and early fall.

88 Information
The Monroe County Tourist Development Coun-
cil’s Florida Keys & Key West Visitors Bureau 
(%800-352-5397; www.fla-keys.com) runs an 
excellent website, which is packed with informa-
tion on everything the Keys has to offer.

Check www.keysnews.com for good daily 
online news and information about the islands.

88Getting There & Away
Getting here can be half the fun – or, if you’re 
unlucky, a whopping dose of frustration. Imagine 
a tropical-island hop, from one bar-studded 
mangrove islet to the next, via one of the most 
unique roads in the world: the Overseas Hwy 
(US Hwy 1). On a good day, driving down the 
Overseas with the windows down, the wind in 
your face and the twin sisters of Florida Bay and 
the Atlantic stretching on either side, is the US 
road trip in tropical perfection. On a bad day, you 
end up sitting in gridlock behind some guy who 
is riding a midlife-crisis Harley.

Greyhound (%800-229-9424; www.grey-
hound.com) buses serve all Keys destinations 
along US Hwy 1 and depart from downtown 
Miami and Key West; you can pick up a bus along 
the way by standing on the Overseas Hwy and 
flagging one down. If you fly into Fort Lauderdale 
or Miami, the Keys Shuttle (%888-765-9997) 
provides door-to-door service to most of the 
Keys ($70/80/90 to the Upper and Middle 
Keys/Lower Keys/Key West). Reserve at least a 
day in advance.

UPPER KEYS
No, really, you’re in the islands!

It is a bit hard to tell when you first arrive, 
though. The huge, rooty blanket of mangrove 
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