The Key West Reader

Letter From Key West

30 December 1934
Key West

[...] Look at where I am. I say it is for Mrs. Frost's health
and she says it is for mine. This is Cayo Huaso as the Spaniards
named it. It might have been translated into Bone Key. Instead it
was corTu into Key West...

N r of us likes it very much yet. But after all it is a
part o (a small part, two or e miles by a mile
or so t a dozen times the of my in South
Shaftsbury but all cut up into speculators’ house lots about the size
of ly in a ard) And w  ver ers may say
ag th rth, I no one is an s to it for either

Heaven or Hell...

It is a very very dead place because it has died several
times. It died as a resort of pirates, then as a house of smugglers
and wreckers, then as a cigar manufactury (The Cubans moved over
here t the wall) then as a winter
boom F D hi has taken it personally in
give it one more life to lose. FERA is all over the place. This town
has been nationalized to rescue it from its own speculative
excesses. The personal interest of Roosevelt in his second coming
has been invoked and both mayor and governor have abdicated
till we can see what absolute authority can do to restore the prices
of the speculators’ graveyard plots and make Key West equal to
Miami...

It is tropical all right but it is rather unsanitary and
shabby. It has a million dollars worth of concrete sidewalks with
no houses by them. It has three races not very well kept apart by
race-prejudice, Cubans, Negroes and Whites. The population once
25,000 has shrunk to 12,000. We live not twenty feet from the
water of very quiet seas. What with coral shoals and other little
keys, the wind has to be a West Indian hurricane to get up much
waves. We are fifty miles at sea and the lowest temperature ever
recorded was forty degrees above zero. I sleep under one sheet and
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wear one thickness of linen. People that know say it is a Honolulu
five thousand miles nearer home. A third of the people at least
c
e

Ever Yours,

Robert Frost

FOREWORD

The publi of any as clo a place
as The Key West raises tion o ism" in
American Literature. Ours is a vast country which comprises a
number of distinct areas where social, economic, and
environmental factors conflate in a fashion that distinguishes the
artifacts created there. Critics influenced by the concept have
identified "Southern" writers, the "New York School” of poetry,
and "Western" writing, to name just a few. There are anthologies
of "Texas" writers, "California" writers, writers of the Piedmont,
and many, many others.

In most cases, the work so designated is physically set in
the region at hand. Just as important are the subtleties of thought
and values, character qualities and behavioral tics, the "world

s sted by the work. In the can Southwest are
ss as, few fences, and crys air that shrouds
nothing. Whether or not such a specific, physical landscape
figures in a "Western" story, attitudes developed by an author
who lives in such space may find their way into a piece of writing
in a thousand subtle ways. There, solitude is often taken for
granted—roads are relatively few and rarely curve. It is difficult
for writers not to be awed by all the land which lays itself out
before them; created characters may well reflect a humility,
clarity and straightforwardness born of this environment. Contrast
such work with that born of a South where the line of sight is
generally a mile or less and usually ends with a neighbor's land,
where the air is hazy, freighted with moist, mysterious scent,
where roads twist and turn through the hills, forests, and swamps
that are the apotheosis of a Jungian dream. There's mystery in
both worlds, of course, but "darkness,"” for example, is not a concept
readily associated with a "Arizonan" story.

No one would argue for the worth of a piece simply
because it paints an accurate picture of a landscape, but who can
imagine the power of Hawthorne divorced from New England or
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beautiful yawl came unexpectedly in view. Surprised at such a
sight in a part of the country then scarcely known, I felt a sudden
check in the circulation of my blood. My paddle dropped from my
hands, and fearfully indeed, as I picked it up, did I look towards
the unknown boat. On reaching it, I saw its sides marked with
stains of blood, and looking with anxiety over the gunwale, 1
perceived to my horror, two human bodies covered with gore.
Pirates or hostile Indians I was persuaded had perpetrated the
foul deed, and my alarm naturally increased; my heart fluttered,
stopped, and heaved with unusual tremors, and I looked towards
the setting sun in consternation and despair. How long my
reveries lasted I cannot tell; I can only recollect that I was roused
from them by the distant groans of one apparently in mortal
agony. I felt as if refreshed by the cold perspiration that oozed
from every pore, and I reflected that though alone, I was well
armed, and might hope for the protection of the Almighty.
Humanity whispered to me that, if not surprised and
disabled, I might render assistance to some sufferer, or even be
eans of g ful 1 1
my can s and at
one spring high among the grass.
The groans of the unfortunate person fell heavy on my

air in t lica I lev my about a
foot be the t t, the an ast of a
man covered with blood were convulsively raised, and a faint

been in. The croaking of the frogs, and the last blackbirds
alighting on their roosts, were the only sounds or sights; and I
now proceeded towards the object of my mingled alarm and
commiseration.

John James Audubon

most appalling manner, as his breath struggled through the mass
of blood that seemed to fill his throat. His dress plainly
disclosed his occupation:—a large pistol he had thrust into his
bosom, a naked cutlass lay near him on the ground, a red silk
handkerchief was bound over his projecting brows, and over a
pair of loose trousers he wore fisherman's boots. He was, in short,
a pirate.

My exertions were not in vain, for as I continued to bathe
his temples, he revived, his pulse resumed some strength, and 1
began to hope that he might perhaps survive the deep wounds he
had received. Darkness, deep darkness, now enveloped us. I spoke
of making a fire. "Oh! for mercy's sake," he exclaimed, "don't."
Knowing, however, that under existing circumstances, it was

t form , nt to hi t

er, the which I
soon splintered. 1 then struck a light, and presently stood in the
glare of a blazing fire. The pirate seemed struggling between
terror and gratitude for my assistance; he desired me several
times in half English and Spanish to put out the flames, but after
I had given him a draught of strong spirits, he at length became
more composed. | tried to staunch the blood that flowed from the
deep gashes in his shoulders and side. I expressed my regret that
I had no food about me, but when I spoke of eating he sullenly
waved his head.

My situation was one of the most extraordinary that I
have ever been placed in. I naturally turned my talk towards
religious subjects, but, alas, the dying man hardly believed in the
existence of God. "Friend,"” said he, "for friend you seem to be, I
have never studied the ways of Him of whom you talk. [ am an
outlaw, perhaps you will say a wretch—I have been for many
years a Pirate. The instructions of my parents were of no avail to
me, for I have always believed that I was born to be a most cruel
man. I now lie here, about to die in the weeds, because I long ago
refused to listen to their many admonitions. Do not shudder when
I tell you—these now useless hands murdered the mother whom
they had . have gs of the
wretched t me; that one
of my kind will alone witness my last gaspings.”

A fond but feeble hope that I might save his life, and
perhaps assist in procuring his pardon, induced me to speak to
him on the subject. "It is all in vain, friend—I have no objection to
die—I am glad that the villains who wounded me were not my
conquerors—I want no pardon from any one—Give me some water,
and let me die alone.

With the hope that I might learn from his conversation
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some that t lead to the e of his Ity
assoc I retu from the creek nother ca of

and will die without what you call confes

The moon rose in the east. The sty of her placid
beauty im me with revere I o he
asked the f he could not g s es

end, I see wha dri was his
the rest of our feel re of mur
Well—be it so—to die is after all nothing more than a jest; and
it not for n, no one, in pi care a jot
t it. But, as ally have befr d ell you all
h
d i
fi
and s led through his dt he
me to him for a little, I he me
somewhat as follows, for, as I have told you, his speech was a
mixture of Spanish, h form on, the
like of which I had h nd w utterly

unable to imitate. However I shall give you the substance of his
declaration.

"First tel any bodie foun the P
and what sort of had on." I oned r nu ,
and bed th 1. "That's ' said he, "they are
the of the s who fol me in that infernal
Bot , for they found the
low took nd waded after
me. All ns had been shot,and to  ten my own
I flung rd, but as I lost time in the two ruf
caught wal onmy h nd body in
such a erl and kill em both in

the boat, I was scarce able to move. The other villains carried off
our schooner and one of our boats, and perhaps ere now have hung

John James Audubon

sailed from Matanzas.—I have often been in concert with others.
I have money without counting, but it is buried where it will
never be found, and it would be useless to tell you of it." His
throat filled with blood, his voice failed, the cold hand of
death was laid on his brow, feebly and hurriedly he muttered, "I
am a dying man, farewell.”

Alas! It is painful to see death in any shape; in this it
was horrible, for there was no hope. The rattling of his throat
announced the moment of dissolution, and already did the body
fall on my arms with a weight that was insupportable. I laid
him on the ground. A mass of dark blood poured from his mouth;
then came a frightful groan, the last breathing of that foul
spirit; and what now lay at my feet in the wild desert?>—a
mangled mass of clay!

The remainder of that night was passed in no enviable
mood; but my feelings cannot be described. At dawn I dug a hole
with the paddle of my canoe, rolled the body into it, and covered
it. On reaching the boat I fou veral b n the
bodies, which I in vain at ted to e. 1
therefore covered them with mud and weeds, and launching my
canoe, paddled from the cove with a secret joy for my escape,
overshadowed with the gloom of mingled dread and abhorrence.
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correspondent’s hand. The correspondent, schooled in the minor

, ks, old man." suddenly the man
nted a swift fi - The corresponden

In the sha
forehead touched
wave, clear of the sea.

» face downward, lay the oiler. His
that v as periodically, between each

John Dos Passos

Under the Tropic

Some of the best times in those years were with Hem and
Pauline in Key West. The time that stands out was in late April
and .

in Key We the t wind
We th between rves an old

somebody caught a fish. The sun set in a wash of gaudy pinks and

We fishing on into the mo I sure

r we ht any tarpon that night, C had
one hooked because I remember the arc of dark silver against the
moon's sheen on the water when the fish jumped.

The see t when ewa and
the water w the . they d str and
we had finished the champagne Charles said with a yawn that
he had to go to work at the store at seven o'clock next moring and
headed us in to the dock.

If we hadn't pulled in a tarpon I was probably just as glad
because catching tarpon always seemed a waste to me. I hated to
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The railroad had folded and now you arrived by car-ferry

We to the Ast for a bi re going to
Frenchfried wtail and with t sauce wer
t ni ys, afte dl ked off
bo early ri wo t to the
€,
Bra was a Conch. That's what white G
from Spanish Wells in the Bahamas. Hi 1 was S e
t
to
m
mother. . . .
It was on the first of Hem's Pilars that we finally made it
of
nd
an
a le nbeat ws d
o d Katy pie f
Hem more room on the Pilar.
ma
t. It
it.

prescription was ever pleasanter to take.
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If I'm not mistaken this trip to Bimini was the first time

running.
for in rowboats together, said people did that
eth rried, not after.
ini
about ide
boat a ac
heard
My Ma ’ no no rice oil
All she dy dy and
so that w see the rt. I've fo  tten was at the
wheel but d along while the tlec ued.

John Dos Passos

flashlights. . _
We all saw him at once, dark, silvery and immense. Eight

gone. T
s ant and low.
Old Master began
ha in. He didn't feel suggested
he .1 Leeds had been rks at bay
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with his ne gun, but no off for fear a ricochet might
hit some he Old Master d reeled.

The d ate up a third of the Li ng
flickered on s. Most of the small b ut to
shore.
ya
to
ha

th blood. By

was nothing

ry

of

)

nner to poor Leeds and declared

his yacht. s an and

the party ecal Don
s
t.
f

ventilation ducts in the saloon. To serve us right for being so snooty

we both caught colds in the head.

the crotch of his arm.

It must have been a loan because Bill Leeds wrote me later

Nobody ever had much luck tr
source.

John Dos Passos
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Bac Hem's S became t. From out of hey
his d Waldo ced that h, Italian, and sfax:

o

that lay in the approaches of Key West.

the pier to cat br was stars loo as
Christmastree ts, over and refle he
sea. The three small craft seemed suspended in the midst of an
enormous starstudded indigo sphere.

as hot in the cabin. ed down and
di lay sweating in the bunks. S ¢ in a
of t.
y a on
wa of

Re th
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From
To Have and

ave Not

Ernest Hemingway

on back, past the back of the brick courthouse with its clock
luminous at half-past ten, past the whitewashed jail building
shining in the moonlight, to the embowered entrance of the Lilac
Time where motor cars filled the alley.

The Lilac Time was brightly lighted and full of people,

Richard Gordon in he saw the bling

d, the wheel tu and the little click
against metal partitions set in the bowl, the wheel turning slowly,
the ball whirring, then clicking jumpily until it settled and there
was only the turning of the wheel and the rattling of chips.
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Who Murdered the Vets?

A First-Hand Report On The Florida Hurricane

I have led my ragamuffins where they are peppered; there’s not
three of my hundred and fifty left alive, and they are for the
town's end, to beg during life. -Shakespeare

Yes, and now we drown those three.

Whom did they annoy and to whom was their possible
presence a political danger?

Who sent them down to the Florida Keys and left them
there in hurricane months?

Who is responsible for their deaths?

The writer of this article lives a long way from
Was n uld n the to
But es that peo hts
such as President Hoover and President Roosevelt, do not come to
the Florida Keys in hurricane months. Hurricane months are

Ernest Hemingway

aching t that.
Christ sake, you know those lousy ringbolts will pull

e, pu the barometer and a flash by the for

the e c lights go. At midnight the is how the
is29.55a g while hit, is coming
eets. You the car out, ur way to
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pounding against the dock.

The total of dea
swept out to sea

me

t th

we SS

ver be

th
nt
to

nd as many bodies were

Ernest Hemingway

the Florida East Coast Railway to Key West, nearly a

thousand men were killed by hurricanes, can be ¢ as such a

posi And has never been accepted as an excuse for
mur r for ter.

Who sent nearly a thousand war veterans, many of them

husky, h ng and out of bu em

close to t of path cases, t in on

the Florida Keys in hurricane months?
the men not evacuated on Sunday, or, at latest,

Monda when it was know was a possib of a
hurricane striking the Keys and tion was th  only
le
at
s
camps?
These are questions that someone will have to answer, and
answer satisfactorily, unless the clear Fla
em an kindness compar of U
Matec

When we reached Lower Matecumbe there were bodies
ing in the ferry slip. was all brown as though
mn had come to these ere there is no autumn but

only a dan summer, but that because t ves
had al blo ay. There was tw t of sand the
swept it. road emb ho
had cowe nd it and to
nd

to

yo

year before last Christmas; some had wives and some couldn't
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to walk around the town; and they were all what you get after a
war. But who sent them there to die?

're r off, I can ever sent say,
explaini hi What good You can't t for
accidents or acts of God. They were well-fed, well-housed, well-
treated and, let us suppose, now they are well dead.

But lik sent th carry
just one out the one ove in the

Ernest Hemingway
el
t
r
nd all y to here his storm t had slipped
Turn over Sure he's a vet I know him.
Wha
shoo
can't

how I know him. The land crabs ate his thumb. You think you

millionaires come down in the winter except for the sand-flies, the

Who sent them down there?

I hope he s how he feel?
He will t elf, ps even without a
find o
e in the
hurr n before
you when they were build  the road that's now wa
Who left you th ? And what's the pu for

manslaughter now?
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Letter to

Dear Max:
r
f
e
d
d er and it would be a

u

the storm started. It

axwell Perkins
7 September, 1935

ss
8

nse. The train did not start
thin thirty miles of the two

Ernest Hemingway

lower camps. The people in charge of the veterans and the
weather bureau can split the responsibility between them.

What I know and can swear to is this; that while the
storm was at its height on Matecumbe and most of the people
already dead the Miami bureau sent a warning of winds of gale

on Largo to and of hurr

in hts %strai Key West.
lost the storm completely and did not use the most rudimentary
good sense in figuring its progress.

Long Key fishing camp is completely destroyed and so are
all the settlements on Matecumbe both upper and lower. There is
over thirty miles of the R.R. completely gone and there will
probably never be another train in to Key West. Highway is not as
badly damaged as the R.R. but would take six months to repair.
The R.R. may make a bluff that they will rebuild in order to sell
the govt their right of way for the highway. Anyway Key West
will be isolated for at least six months except for boat service and
plane from Miami.

The Marine Corps plane that is flying some of the 1st class
mail just brought two sets of page proof going up to page 130. Do
you want me to send this back before the other comes?

To get back to your letter.

But first I wish I could have had with me the bloody poop
that has been having his publishers put out publicity matter that
he has been staying in Miami because he needs a hurricane in the
book he is writing and that it looked as though he wasn't going to
have one and him so disappointed.

Max, you can't imagine it, two women, naked, tossed up
into trees by the water, swollen and stinking, their breasts as big
as balloons, flies between their legs. Then, by figuring, you locate
where it is and recognize them as the two very nice girls who ran a
sandwich place and filling-station three miles from the ferry. We
located sixty-nine bodies where no one had been able to get in.
Indian Key absolutely swept clean, not a blade of grass, and over
the high center of it were scattered live conchs that came in with
the sea, craw fish, and dead morays. The whole bottom of the sea
blew over it. I would like to have had that little literary bastard
that wanted his hurricane along to rub his nose in some of it.
Harry Hopkins and Roosevelt who sent those poor bonus march
guys down there to get rid of them got rid of them all right. Now
they say they should all be buried in arlington and no bodies to be
burned or buried on the spot which meant trying to carry stuff that
ca part n so tight tha burst y them,
ro run putrid, deco d, ab ly ble to
embalm, carry them out six, eight miles to a boat, on the boat for
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ten to ty more to into boxes the thing
stinkin make you route to A ton. of the
protests against burning or burying came from the Miami
undertakers that get 100 dollars apiece per veteran. Plain pine
boxes called coffins at $50 apiece. They could have been
quicklimed right in where they are found, identification made
d papers and crosses put up. Later dig up
h
Joe Lowe the original of the Rummy in that story of mine
"One Trip Across" was drowned at the Ferry Slip.
Had just finished a damned good long story and was on

when this d with the wa o day night.
d all day Su and all day mo to se vets out
erd . If they taken half the with
t we with our not a one would st.
Feel too lou w to write. on, sleep he
deck of the run boa hing to dri all that b so

it for my novel. We
s to different places

John ersey

The Captain

never knew what he thought; sometimes we wondered if he ever
needed to think.

I had been bowled over with the luck of being given a site
as shacker on Caskie Gurr's Gannet. I was an apprentice, I got all

s sti
a ub
u bu

any of the  hore

New Bedf Eve
more than most, er his men go res, and that he
knew, better tha , the track of marches of the
lobbies on the seabed of the shelf out there. Gannet was known as a
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Wallace Stevens

The Idea of Order
at Key West

She sang beyond the genius of the sea.

The water never formed to mind or voice,
Like a body wholly body, fluttering

Its empty sleeves; and yet its mimic motion
Made constant cry, caused constantly a cry,
That was not ours although we understood,
Inhuman, of the veritable ocean.

The sea was not a mask. No more was she.

The song and water were not medleyed sound
Even if what she sang was what she heard,
Since what she sang was uttered word by word.
It may be that in all her phrases stirred

The grinding water and the gasping wind;

But it was she and not the sea we heard.

For she was the maker of the song she sang.

The ever-hooded, tragic gestured sea

Was merely a place by which she walked to sing.
Whose spirit is this? we said, because we knew

It was the spirit that we sought and knew

That we should ask this often as she sang.

If it was only the dark voice of the sea
That rose, or even colored by many waves;
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ice of sky
coral water-walled,
However clear, it would have been deep air,

t,
More even than her voice, and ours, among
The ngs of wat ind,
The onze shad
On high horizons, mountainous atmospheres
Of sky and sea.

It was her voice that made
The sky acutest at its vanishing.
She measured to the hour its solitude.
She was the single artificer of the world
In which she sang. And when she sang, the sea
Whatever self it had, became the self
That was her song, for she was the maker. Then we,
As we beheld her striding there alone,
Knew that there never was a world for her
Except the one she sang and, singing, made.

Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,

Why, when the singing ended and we turned
Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights,
The lights in the fishing boats at anchor there,
As the night descended, tilting in the air,
Mastered the night and portioned out the sea,
Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles,
Arranging, deepening, enchanting night.

Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,

The maker's rage to order words of the sea,
Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,
And of ourselves and of our origins,

In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds.

Wallace Stevens

O Florida, Venereal Soil

A few things for themselves,
Convolvulus and coral,
Buzzards and live-moss,
Tiestas from the keys,

A few things for themselves,
Florida, venereal soil,
(Disclose to the lover.)

The dreadful sundry of this world,
The Cuban, Polodowsky,

The Mexican women,

The negro undertaker

Killing the time between corpses
Fishing for crayfish . ..

Virgin of boorish births,

Swiftly in the nights,

In the porches of Key West,
Behind the bougainvilleas,
After the guitar is asleep,
Lasciviously as the wind,
You come tormenting,
Insatiable,

When you might sit,

A scholar of darkness,
Sequestered over the sea,
Wearing a clear tiara

Of red and blue and red,
Sparkling, solitary, still,
In the high sea-shadow.

Donna, donna, dark,

(Stooping in indigo gown)

And cloudy constellations,

Conceal yourself or disclose

Fewest things to the lover—

A hand that bears a thick-leaved fruit,
A pungent bloom against your shade.
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