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907 Whitehead Street
Carol Hemingway

He looked back to where the fort was well astern, the red-brick build-
ing of the old Postoffice starting to show up above the Navy yard 
buildings and the yellow hotel building now dominating the short 
skyline of the town. There was the cove at the Fort, and the lighthouse 
showed above the houses that strung out toward the big winter hotel. 
(THHN 155)

In this passage describing Key West, as seen by the character of Harry 
Morgan from a boat on the water, Hemingway gives prominence to the 
landmark of the lighthouse, across the street from his own home at 907 
Whitehead Street.1 The Key West lighthouse dominates its area on the 
island and is famous today, lately featured in a PBS series on American 
lighthouses. 
 My first visit to Key West was in January 1985, when the winter writ-
er’s conference in that town was devoted to papers and panels on Ernest 
Hemingway. Walking down Whitehead Street from our hotel, my hus-
band, Patrick, Ernest Hemingway’s second son, was taken aback to see 
a large banner stretched across the house, “Welcome Home, Patrick!” 
As we started on the tour of the Hemingway Museum without revealing 
our identity, Pat became more and more uncomfortable. Patrick’s home? 
The tour guide’s talk and the furnishings of the house little resembled 
clear memories of his boyhood home. We did not complete the tour, but 
slipped away and mounted the stairs from the second-floor hall, exiting 
through the door of a small wooden enclosure to the roof. Here every-
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thing remained unchanged for Patrick, and he gazed with delight at the 
full view of the lighthouse.
 Pat told me of his affection for the roof where he had spent many child-
hood hours, especially at night, when the stars were bright and he taught 
himself the constellations from a book. In the 1930s (the Hemingways pur-
chased the house in 1931), there was no light pollution in the Key West sky, 
excepting the lighthouse, whose beam swung from east to west across the 
Whitehead Street house, lighting up the roof as well as the boys’ room on 
the second floor. During the day, on the roof Pat could see boats on the 
water and ships disappearing below the horizon, the visual proof to a young 
boy that the earth is round.
 Standing on the roof, Pat and I had a good view of the grounds of the 
house with the well-defined boundary of the brick wall, built in the mid-
1930s by chauffeur-handyman T. Otto Bruce, known as “Toby,” with bricks 
left over from the elimination of the streetcar tracks. Pat pointed out a 
hole in the six-foot wall on the northeast side; a hole that came about be-

5. The Key West lighthouse, as seen from across the street at the Hemingway home— 
a very different vantage point from the one Hemingway’s proletarian hero, Harry Morgan, 

would have enjoyed. Ernest Hemingway Collection/John F. Kennedy Presidential  
Library and Museum, Boston.
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cause of the complaints of a neighbor who felt she “couldn’t breathe.” The 
Hemingways were quick to agree to her request for an opening that pro-
vided ventilation and also a good view of the yard and later, more entertain-
ingly, of the swimming pool.
 Prior to World War II, when the government built a water pipeline 
down the Keys from the mainland to Key West, the island was dependent 
on the collection of rainwater in cisterns. From the roof, the architectural 
details of the house having to do with the collection of rainwater were clear: 
gutters and a roof sloping to a central drain, culminating in the wooden-
roofed concrete cistern on the ground behind the house, a universal feature 
of prewar Key West buildings. There was a well on the property providing 
brackish water, the only private well on the island. This unique well later 
provided the water for the swimming pool, making it an especially attrac-
tive feature in the Key West of the 1930s.
 Pat noted the lush, tropical vegetation of the grounds, which didn’t exist 
during his childhood because of the shortage of water. Then there were two 
date palms flanking the front entrance; later one died and was cut down. 
The vista from the roof then was an open, grassy yard with some trees se-
lected by Pauline Hemingway and planted by the gardener, Jimmie Smith. 
Pauline Hemingway tried royal palms, which didn’t take, although a fig tree 
on the Olivia Street side flourished, probably because it grew over the drain 
field for the cesspool. The yard was dotted with Spanish bayonets.
 In back of the house stood the coach house. The upper floor became 
Hemingway’s study, connected to the second floor of the main house by 
a walkway resembling a covered bridge with the walk on top. The walk-
way was torn down in the late 1930s. After the divorce in 1940, Pauline 
Hemingway rented out the big house and converted the coach house into 
an apartment that she used as a base when she was traveling.
 The Whitehead Street house was built in the 1850s by Asa Tift, a north-
erner turned Key West shipbuilder turned Confederate sympathizer. The 
house is in the French/Spanish colonial style common to New Orleans, a 
major influence on Key West. Its two-story verandas with wooden floors, 
and its French door/windows, kept open, give an insight into what was 
needed in the tropics in the years before air-conditioning, i.e., cross-ven-
tilation. The ground plan of the house is Federal, based on a center hall 
upstairs and downstairs, with large rooms opening off the hall on both 
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sides.2 A square addition at the back housed the kitchen on the ground 
floor and an additional bathroom on the second floor, off the bedroom of 
Ada Stearns, the children’s nanny. On the lower veranda at the back of the 
house, Ernest Hemingway practiced boxing on a punching bag anchored 
to the floor. Rattan furniture similar to designs featured today in Martha 
Stewart summer catalogues provided seating and side tables on the other 
verandas.
 Having lived some years in Europe and worked as an editor for Paris 
Vogue, Pauline Hemingway had definite ideas for the furnishing of the 
house, such as the simple lines of hand-blown chandeliers brought from 
New Orleans. While living in the Paris apartment at 6 Rue Ferou near the 
Luxembourg Garden, Pauline had purchased Spanish eighteenth-century 
antiques that she later, in December 1931, had shipped to Key West. Pauline 

6. The Taft-Hemingway House, a preservationist’s rendering dating from 1967, shortly  
after 907 Whitehead Street was first opened to the public. Ernest Hemingway Collection/

John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston.
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