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The story of the construction of the Florida East Coast Railway’s Key ..
West Extension is extraordinary. To Henry M. Flagler, president of the '
line, it was the fulfillment of a dream. Flagler, a real estate tycoon, had
already almost singlehandedly turned a swampy “wasteland” into what
some consider the ultimate resort—Florida. By the turn of the century he
had already made and spent so many millions in developing land in that
state that to him the idea of turning Key West a hundred miles off the
coast into a great port was not far fetched as most people believed. Its
harbor was, after all, unexcelled, it was closer to the Panama Canal than
any other American port and was just a stone’s throw from Cuba upon
whose real estate just then Flagler and others, were casting covetous eyes.

Legend has it that Flagler assembled the railroad’s executives and
engineers and told them point blank: “The main line will go out to sea
gentlemen, as far as Key West.” Enthusiasm was by no means universal.
Some engineers said it could not be done. But Flagler—who, some sus-
pected, wanted to build a monument to himself—was adamant. He had
been right before, so in the end it was decided to follow him again.

The struggle against enormous odds to build a railroad through the
Everglades and out across the Keys began in 1903 and took thirteen years
to accomplish. So great was the strain on Flagler’s first chief engineer,
Joseph Meredith, that after six years he died. His place was taken by his
young assistant, William J. Krome, whose engineering brilliance brought
the incredible project to completion. The problems facing Krome and his
crew were without parallel. No contractor would agree to take on the task,
so the railroad’s own crews built the line with material that had to be
brought hundreds if not thousands of miles by boat. Twice, a hurricane
became a disastrous reality during construction, and another caused dire
consequences after the line was built.

The outstanding feature of the Key West Extension was its bridges.
Extending over 37 miles of water, nearly all of it open sea, 20 miles of the
route were crossed by embankments, and the remaining, 17.7 miles were
crossed by a total of 38 bridges of concrete and steel, 3 drawbridges, and
29 concrete viaducts. The latter were the extension’s most outstanding
feature. .

Initially the Key West Extension was to have four deep-water crossings
of reinforced concrete. The choice of concrete had been made partially
because it was a more durable material than steel—especially in salt
water—and partially because its great mass would be helpful “in resisting
- the overturning action of the waves.” In 1909 after only one crossing, the
Long Key Viaduct, had been completed, it was decided to substitute steel
for concrete on two of the remaining three and for part of the third. It was
obvious from the experience of building the first bridge that if the next
were to be of concrete it would take forever fo get to Key West—and
Flagler was an impatient old man.

The Long Key Viaduct, the great work of the entire project, remains
today the longest concrete-arch viaduct in the world. It contains 222
semicircular reinforced-concrete arches, and has a total length of 11,950
feet or some 2.15 miles. During the construction of this, the first of the
deep water crossings, the engineers were confronted by formidable prob-
lems. The most difficult to overcome was the securing of a stable founda-
tion for the piers. Much of the bottom was coraline limestone, a porous,
uneven, and very difficult material on which to build a bridge. Another



problem was that the keys provided no rock or sand with which to make
the concrete. This had to be brought from Miami by boat. Even fresh
water had to be imported for the steam engines, for the men to drink, and
for the mixing of concrete. In the latter case salt water would have cor-
roded the steel reinforcement. The cement for the portions of the piers
beneath the water came from Germany by ship, and for those above water
from the Hudson Valley. It is little wonder that the engineers chose steel
to complete the task.

The longest bridge on the extension, for many years the longest over-
water crossing in the world, was the Seven Mile Bridge, which in fact
measures 35,815 feet. It consists of 335 deck plate-girder spans supported
by concrete piers plus a concrete viaduct (almost as long as the Long
Key); its 210 arches, measuring 1.75 miles over-all, were also of rein-
forced-concrete construction. Of the other remaining concrete viaducts on

the Extension, many would rank as major structures in their own right if it
were not for the fact that they are overshadowed by the two greater
ones.

When the railroad first reached Key West in 1912, it was hailed as one
of the engineering marvels of the day. Flagler lived to celebrate the occa-
sion, but he died a few months later. The line had cost over twenty-six
million dollars, and the freight and passenger revenues envisioned by the
old tycoon never materialized. The great dream turned into an appalling
liability. On Labor Day 1935, a hurricane swept over the Keys and
damaged the line so severely that the railroad decided to abandon it com-
pletely. But all was not wasted. Eventually the bridges that survived
fulfilled another much needed function. Between 1935 and 1943, with the
help of the Federal Government, 108 miles of the old railroad, ingluding
thirteen miles of bridges were converted into the U.S. Highway 1.
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