THE HISTORY OF KEY WEST UNITED METHODIST CHURCH

Reuniting after years of separate ministry in the com​munity, three United Methodist congregations, First United, Fleming Street, and Ley Memorial, merged to form the Key West United Methodist Church on June 19. 1994. This merger brought the Key West Methodists hack to its mother church building, "Old Stone".

Methodist preaching was first heard in Key West in 1832 when two traveling missionaries came here by schooner. For the next 12 years the gathering of Methodists was a simple, independent group often meeting in the home of Samuel Kemp, a Bahamian Methodist lay person, who moved here in 1837. Some of Samuel Kemp's descendants continue to worship in the sanctuary today.

The first Methodist Episcopal Church was organized in 1844 and the Reverend Alexander Graham was appointed as pastor the next year. In 1845 the Methodist Episcopal Church, South was formed and became the appointing body.

In 1939 The Methodist Episcopal Church, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, and the Methodist Protestant Church became The Methodist Church. They merged with The Evangelical United Brethren Church in 1969, and The United Methodist Church was born.

FLEMING STREET
UNITED METHODIST CHURCH

From the First Methodist Episcopal Church, South, Methodism began to spread. In 1868 a disagreement over the use of instrumental music in the church caused a split, which led to the formation of the Flaming Street Method​ist Church. About thirty members withdrew their member-ship from the First Methodist Episcopal Church, South and formed a new church known as the "Short Jacket Methodist" because of the short jackets the sea captains wore in that day. The official name was Sparks Chapel Methodist Church, named in honor of the first pastor, the Reverend J.C. Sparks.

The land on the corner of Fleming and William Streets was given to the church by Benjamin Russell, one of the founding members of the new congregation. A small building was erected and used as a place of worship until 1887, when a new and larger church building was erected, which became known as the "Uptown Methodist Church". The church was destroyed in the hurricane of 1909, after which services were held in the Harris School auditorium for the next two years.

On the second anniversary of the destruction of the church, work was begun on the foundation for a new church. Tile new building was financed through a loan from the Methodist Board of Church Extension and the sale of salvaged lumber from the old building, purchased and used by Richard Peacon to erect the Peacon Grocery Store which later became the Long Furniture Co. The new Fleming Street Methodist Church came into existence. The building had concrete walls of one and one half feet of thickness and claimed the highest ceiling on the island.

LEY MEMORIAL UNITED METHODIST CHURCH

In 1886 a small band of earnest Christians who lived too far from the other two Methodist churches to attend with much regularity, organized for the purpose of form​ing a congregation for worshipping God. They were members of Methodist Episcopal Church, South and Sparks Chapel. The first meeting was held in the home of Mrs. Ogden in her parlor. It was not long until they ware able to form a congregation and meet for worship in the Russell Hall School. This school was located on Grinnell Street near Division Street. This entire area was called "Rocky Road", so the church was first named "Rocky Road Church".

The first pastor was the Reverend John A. Gidden, who was then living in Key West because of ill health. In 1887 this small group of people bought a lot on the corner of Watson and Virginia Street. (This later became the El Salvador Methodist Church.) They moved the original Sparks Chapel to this location and formed the Memorial Methodist Episcopal Church, South. The building was destroyed by a fire in 1913, so activities were moved to the Ruth Hargrove Seminary Building on United Street, which had opened in 1899. This was a Methodist Mission School, including all grades, and was the property of the Woman's Missionary Council of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South. This building was built and used as a parochial school by the Methodist church until it closed in 1917.

Meanwhile, during the time they used the Ruth Hargrove Seminary building, they built a tabernacle type building at United and Georgia Streets. This was not occupied until after the pastorate of the Reverend Ley. This building burned soma time between the years of 1914-1918. Following the fire, Reverend Lay took his congregation to what was then known as the Maloney Building. Before too long, this building proved to be too small. The church then moved to the Division Street School (Truman Elementary) where a continually growing ministry drew large crowds. It soon became necessary to purchase additional property on the corner of Division (Truman) and Georgia Streets in 1918.  The Christian Scientists had erected this building in 1912.  Brother Ley was so loved by the church he served so long in Key West that, during the fourth year of his pastorate, the name was changed to Ley memorial Methodist Church.
EL SALVADOR

 UNITED METHODIST CHURCH


El Salvador Church extended a tradition that began in 1873-74 with the first appointment by the Florida Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, or a missionary to the Cubans of Key West.  By December of 1887, there was a pastor in charge of La Trinidad (The Trinity) Methodist Episcopal Church for people of Hispanic culture in Key West.


Methodist work among the Cubans grew slowly.  By 1911, Francisco Boan, a layman, had organized a Sunday School for Cuban children at the Ruth Hargrove Institute of United Street.  This work developed into a new mission.  Around 1916, a church building located at the corner of Virginia and Grinnell Streets was purchased from the Memorial Methodist Episcopal Church, South and re-named El Salvador (The Savior).

El Salvador was jointly supported by the Florida Methodist Spanish Ministry of the United Methodist Church and local offerings.  Even though the church was originally oriented toward Spanish-speaking people, it eventually served the needs of their English-speaking descendents and the community as a whole.  El Salvador United Methodist closed its doors in 1992.  Members merged into the congregations of Ley Memorial, Fleming Street, and First United Methodist (Old Stone).

KEY WEST
UNITED METHODIST CHURCH


On June 19, 1994, the congregations of these three United Methodist churches gathered together outside the sanctuary of the Old Stone building on Eaton Street and entered together to signal the establishment of a new church, Key West United Methodist Church.  The benefits of merging in terms of financial savings, expanded ministries and mission support, and improved outreach programs brought most members to the conclusion that a merged church could better serve the Lord.

SANCTUARY


We honor the history of our mother church, the oldest Methodist church in southeast Florida.  A series of four churches was built before the present sanctuary was erected.  One of the first churches was a frame structure built at Samuel Kemp’s expense on Eaton Street, near William Street, and a second was erected on the 600 block of Caroline Street on land donated by Benjamin and Charlotte Archer.  A third was built on the present church site on land given by William C. Greene in 1846 and was soon destroyed by a hurricane.  The Reverend Simon Peter Richardson went to the mainland and raised money to rebuild the church.  Fortunately, he insured the building materials he purchased and sent to Key West by ship, because the boat sank enroute.  However, the insurance money enabled the congregation to build a small frame sanctuary, which was completed on the present site in October of 1847.

Old Stone was so named because it was constructed of native coral rock.  This material, called Key Limestone or Keystone, was quarried, at least in part, from the area on the Simonton Street side of the building.  The hold left after the rock was removed was lined and capped for many years served as a cistern.  The water supplied not only the church, but also parts of the community, as well as ocean-going vessels that put into Key West for supplies.  When the water supply came in from the mainland, the cistern was no longer needed and the openings were sealed.  These concrete caps may still be seen in the side yard of the sanctuary.


William Reid Kerr, noted builder and architect who first came to Key West as a member of the Union Army to help construct local forts, returned in 1870 to build other notable structures and was commissioned to design and build the new church building.


Fifteen years, 1877-1892, were required for the construction of the church, taking place only as money became available.  By December 29, 1884, $9,825.39 had been raised and $9,751.07 paid out.  Since this structure was to be considerably larger than the frame structure it was replacing, the stone walls were erected around the wooden building.  When Kerr installed the roof in 1884, the earlier building was dismantled and carried out the front door so the floor could be put in place.  By May of 1890 the bell tower was completed and by 1892 the building, for the most part, was completed and usable for worship.  An 1895 photo of the church shows exterior work on the roof and grounds still taking place.  Absent from the photo is any sign of the huge ficus tree on the corner of Simonton and Eaton Streets.


Significant features of the building include the stained glass windows, most of them created in the last century and early this century.  The work is of the finest technique and craftsmanship in the art glass field.  The oldest window is dedicated to the memory of the Reverend Robert Martin and shows the older, more traditional “purist” form of leaded and faceted glass.  The later windows are an example of a glass coloring technique developed in the early twentieth century known as opaque colored glass.  Especially significant is the opalescent glass in the two back windows.  In beauty and for sheer color, they represent opaque glass at its finest.  Of added significance are the typical “romantic” subjects which were prominent during the Victorian era, as well as the nautical themes so characteristic of seafaring communities.

The ceiling is Dade Pine.  This particular variety of pine is so hard and so rich in sap that it is virtually indestructible.  Even the Key West termites find it almost impervious to attack.  The decorative features in the ceiling are West Indies mahogany, a variety which grows here in the Keys and shades the sidewalk outside the church on Simonton Street.  This work is hand carved and reflects the same interest in intricate woodwork displayed in the “gingerbread” of the older Key West structures, especially houses.  The roof of the sanctuary is approximately another ten feet above the ceiling, supported by huge, rough hewn beams and timbers.


During the 1950’s it was discovered that the present sanctuary was built over a small cemetery behind the old sanctuary.  One tombstone may still be seen on the Simonton Street side of the building.  There is some disagreement as to whether the graves are still under the chancel area or not.


New pews were placed in the sanctuary in the 1940’s and the present light fixtures in the 1950’s.  The original lighting consisted of a series of chandeliers suspended from the decorative florets on the cross beams above the center aisle.  Each chandelier had several kerosene lanterns on it.  For evening services the chandeliers were lowered by means of a rope and pulley system.  You can still see the pulleys on the cross beams and one cleat where the ropes were fastened on one of the walls.  Other than these alterations, the sanctuary remained basically unchanged until 1961.  At that time, a major remodeling and construction program was undertaken.  The wooden floor was replaced with terrazzo.  The entire chancel area was torn out, the central pulpit was replaced by a pulpit and lectern, and the choir loft was divided in to two sections.


Because of its natural beauty and connection with ship-building, teak was selected for the new woodwork, the decorative panels and columns.  The columns which adorn the walls of the nave appear to be support or weight carrying structures, but with solid limestone walls two feet and more thick, there is hardly a need for wooden supports.  The columns are actually disguises to mask the duct system for the central air conditioning.


An E.M. Skinner (clone) two manual, eleven rank organ was also installed during the 1961 renovation to provide added instrumental music.

Along with the renovation of the sanctuary, the narthex, through which you enter the church, was added.  It was built, along with the window sills and stonework above the altar, from cut coral rock.  This same coral rock is found on the supports for the fellowship hall and office building, constructed during this early 60’s project and names Jones Hall after the pastor serving the church at the time, the Reverend Joe Jones.


The final mortgage was burned in a service on February 23, 1975.  In 1977 a major project of renovating the stained glass windows was undertaken.  At this time they were covered with a damage proof material so that they might last for another century.


The current steeple was added to the bell tower in 1983 replacing a large lighted cross.  An earlier steeple was blown off in the hurricane of 1910 or 1911.


In 1988 the project of moving the organ pipes (installed in the early 60’s renovation) from the back to the front of the sanctuary began to take life.  In October of 1989 the sanctuary was rededicated to the glory of God following completion of the organ and sanctuary renovation.  The two organ lofts in front were constructed, the pipes moved and new ranks added as well as the working façade pipes.  While preparing to paint the walls of the sanctuary, it was discovered that there are frescos around all the windows and along the baseboard.  Speculation is that the frescos predated the stained glass and were painted over as the stained glass windows were added.  Unfortunately, we have found no history of these painted designs except for a vague reference to some Italian painters on their way to Cuba who did some design and stencil painting around Key West in the 1890’s.  In little less than a year the church was once again debt free.

PARSONAGE
The Parsonage, built in 1891, is located next to the church at 411 Simonton Street.  It was filmed in the movie, “Beneath the Twelve Mile Reef”, because of its traditional Conch-style structure.

EDUCATION BUILDING
The Education Building, located next to the sanctuary, was built in 1931.  It houses the Sunday school classes, choir room, the archives, library and the nursery.
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