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BELOW: 703  EATON STREET, 
BUILT IN THE BAHAMAS, IS A 
EYEBROW STYLED HOME
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Key West and reassembled by 
their clever shipbuilder owners. 
The Cuban cigar making industry 
brought shotgun houses to the 
island, built to house the cigar 
makers. These simple, one story 
houses have three rooms end 
to end. The name reflects the 
idea that a bullet fired into 
the front door could exit the 
back door. The shotgun design 
originated in Haiti and the 
French Caribbean, and later 
became popular throughout New 
Orleans. Shotgun houses are 
rather synonymous with poverty 
and oppression, but some of the 
shotgun houses in Key West have 
been renovated into charming 
little living spaces. 

Key West’s architecture displays 
a blend of cultures and eras as 
diverse as everything else in the 
Southernmost City. “Old Town” 
is the largest historical district in 
the United States Department of 
the Interior’s National Register 
of Historic Places, and with the 
most wooden houses, numbering 
close to 3,000. A couple of 
architectural features of the 
island are rarely seen anywhere 
else in the world.    

Widespread settlement in Key 
West began in the early 1830’s, 
brought on by new industries 
moving into the Keys. Namely, 
the laws of the salvage industry 
changed, making “wrecking” a 
hugely lucrative pastime. Sponge 
harvesting began in earnest, and 
the Cuban cigar making industry 
found its way to the United 
States. Architecture of the 19th 
Century can be largely attributed 
to three influences: immigrants 
from Cuba, immigrants from the 
Bahamas, and shipbuilders. Two 
houses, one at 408 William and 
one 703 Eaton, were actually 
built in the Bahamas, shipped to 

BELOW:  SHOTGUN STYLE 
HOUSE IN KEY WEST.

FLOOR PLAN OF A SHOTGUN 
STYLE HOUSE.of key 

west BY SARAH GOODWIN
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The classic “conch house” 
is largely a Bahamian 
invention. These houses 
were actually built using 

a mortar made by burning conch 
shells for lime, and the builders 
sometimes even substituted conch 
shells in lieu of a stone or brick. 
These builders made innovative 
attempts to override the island’s 
heat and lack of fresh water. 
Conch Houses were built on piers, 
making for better air circulation 
and preventing rotting from salt 
water during storms. Sloped 
metal roofs reflected the sun, 
and carried clean water through 
gutters into storage cisterns. Many 
of these houses were built from 
rot-resistant Dade County pine, 
now extinct on the island.

The influence of shipbuilders on 
Key West architecture cannot be 
stressed enough. Roof hatches, 
called “scuttles,” were adopted 
by the same carpenters who 
built them in ships. They knew 
the scuttles would aid ventilation. 
Many houses were built from wood 
salvaged from ships that had 
crashed on the reef. 

By the end of the 1800’s, the 
city had grown wealthy from 
the wrecking and Cuban cigar 
industry, and Victorian mansions 
starting springing up with their 
asymmetrical facades and 
turrets. “Widow’s walks,” railed 
balconies on the roof from which, 
supposedly, women would pace 
and watch for their men to return 
safely from sea, already popular 
in New England seaside towns, 
came to Key West along with 
wealthy Northern transplants. 

The well-off citizens of Key West 
paid handsomely for the most 
popular, most often talked-
about bit of architecture on Key 
West, known as “gingerbread.” 
Gingerbread refers to elaborate 
scrollwork on the eaves and 
balustrades of porches, roofs, and 

balconies. Many were personal 
to the people who commissioned 
them, sometimes reflecting the 
family business. For example, the 
Speakeasy Inn on upper Duval 
Street depicts bottles and shapes 
from a deck of cards, which once 
alerted visitors to the illegal 
drinking gambling that went 
on inside. There are over sixty 
different gingerbread designs on 
the island, but the most popular 
design is the fleur de lis.

“Eyebrow houses” are a unique 
feature of Key West architecture, 
with few eyebrow houses 
existing elsewhere in the world. 
Approximately seventy-five 
eyebrow houses still exist on the 
island, most constructed in the late 

1800’s. On an eyebrow house, 
the rooftop above the second 
story comes down far over the 
top floors. This was designed 
to keep the upper floors of the 
house shaded and cool in the 
days before air conditioning, and 
before the island had much in the 
way of large shade trees, when 
lack of irrigation made watering 
vegetation impossible.  

That any of these old houses still 
stand is a testament to luck as well 
as the strength of their design. 
The Great Havana Hurricane 
of 1846, which experts believe 
would have been a Category 5 
had the measuring system existed 
back then, decimated all but eight 
of the island’s then six hundred 
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houses. Forty years later, a fire 
blazed through town, turning at 
least fifty buildings to ash. The 
response to this fire was to build 
more brick buildings, for example, 
the Customs House.  

In modern times, the Historic 
Architectural Review Commission 
(HARC) oversees architectural 
construction and renovation in 
Key West’s historically-zoned 
areas. Buildings in these zones are 
subject to strict guidelines meant 
to preserve the character and 
integrity of Key West’s historic 
neighborhoods. 

Haven Burkee, an architect for 
Bender and Associates Architects, 
explains how the modern coexists 
with the historical elements 
of architecture on the island. 
“Modern architecture in Old Town 
Key West focuses on following the 
scale and rhythmic patterns of the 
historical buildings. It’s all about 
how a structure relates to the 
surrounding buildings. Even within 
the HARC guidelines, you have the 
ability to modernize by, maybe, 
making the structure a bit simpler 

and more sleek. And, of course, 
once you inside a house, there’s 
lots of room to play with space 
and light.”

He continues. “In New Town, 
where you don’t have HARC 
guidelines to follow, the scale 
and look of the neighborhood 
also comes into play, but you 
have a bit more leeway to 
explore different architectural 
styles. Generally, in these cases, 
the approach is more about the 
climate, borrowing influences from 
places with similar year-round sun 
and sea, such as Morocco, Latin 
America, the Caribbean, and the 
Mediterranean. Or, some places 
take on an Art Deco or Miami 
approach, which works here too.”

Key West’s architecture is more 
than just “quaint” or “charming.” 
It tells a unique story of it’s 
fascinating past. It’s a testament 
to our intrepid early builders, who 
dealt with the tropical climate 
using the skills and tools they had 
a hand.  ■

OPPOSITE PAGE:  "WIDOW’S 
WALKS,” ARE RAILED BALCONIES 
ON THE ROOF AND ADAPTED 
ROOF HATCH.

BELOW:  “EYEBROW HOUSES” 
ARE A UNIQUE FEATURE OF KEY 
WEST ARCHITECTURE.

RIGHT: ELABORATE DESIGN OF A 
GINGERBREAD HOUSE
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