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Chapter 17

Robert the Doll

Location Guide
Where the story takes place: Fort East Martello Museum, 3501 South Roosevelt Boulevard, near Key West
International Airport.

A good place to begin: Visit during museum hours and follow the exhibits to Robert's case. Leave time to read
the letters around him.

What to look for: Robert is about forty inches tall, stuffed with wood wool, and dressed in a sailor suit. His
painted features have faded. The surrounding letters are part of the modern story.

Access and cautions: The museum charges admission, so check current hours and prices. The former Otto
residence on Eaton Street is a separate lodging property. View it from public space unless you are a guest or
have permission to enter.

Ask Before You Take the Picture
Visitors often ask Robert for permission before photographing him.

Some do it with a grin. Others sound completely sincere. The ritual is simple: address the doll politely, wait a
moment, and then take the picture. If trouble follows, tradition offers a remedy. Write back and apologize.

Letters sent to Robert describe illness, accidents, financial problems, damaged relationships, and ordinary
runs of bad luck. Some writers say they took a photograph without asking. Others worry that they laughed,
spoke rudely, or merely looked at his picture online. The museum displays a selection and continues to accept
messages by mail, email, and an online form.[1]

Those letters cannot show that a doll caused anyone's misfortune. They do document a living practice. People
who believe they may have offended Robert act on that belief, sometimes years after leaving Key West.

That gives Robert something most old toys never acquire: correspondents.

Gene and His Doll
The object itself is real. The Key West Art & Historical Society describes Robert as a one-of-a-kind handmade
doll from around the turn of the twentieth century. He is roughly the size of a small child and stuffed with
excelsior, the curled wood fiber once used in toys and upholstery.[2]

His longtime owner was Robert Eugene Otto, called Gene. Federal census and death-index records place Otto
in the historical record as a Key West-born man who lived from 1900 to 1974.[3] An independent federal
engineering history identifies him as a Key West artist, author, and designer. It credits Gene and Bryan
Newkirk Jr. with the design of Duck Key's early bridges and describes Gene's broader influence on the island
development.[4]

That evidence matters because it lets us see Gene as more than the eccentric owner in a haunted-doll story. He
was a working artist and designer whose name appears in records unrelated to Robert.
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Later family and museum accounts say the boy gave the doll his first name and began using his middle name.
They also say he blamed childhood mischief on his companion with some version of "Robert did it." No diary,
family letter, school record, or childhood newspaper account identified in the available collections records the
phrase when Gene was young. It remains a recollection preserved much later.

The distinction is small but important. Gene owned the doll. That is the firm ground. What the child said to it
belongs to remembered story.

The Servant Who Changes With the Telling
The best-known origin says a household servant gave Robert to Gene and used "voodoo" to place a curse on the
doll after the Otto family mistreated her.

The woman changes from version to version. She may be called Bahamian, Haitian, Jamaican, or simply
Caribbean. She may be a nurse, a servant, a loving caretaker, or an enemy seeking revenge. Sometimes she
gives the doll. Sometimes she makes it.

No located contemporary record names such a woman as Robert's maker, giver, or curser. The museum labels
voodoo as speculation rather than established history.[2]

The earliest printed telling identified is an August 4, 1985, Fort Lauderdale News article titled "The Doll Who
Lived." Later researchers report that it already included an Afro-Caribbean gift-giver.[5] Because the original
page was unavailable for comparison, its precise wording and sources cannot be taken beyond that later
attribution. Even if the report is accurate, it appeared about eighty years after Gene's childhood and eleven
years after his death.

The silence before 1985 cannot tell us that nobody shared stories about Robert. It does prevent the most
elaborate modern version from being treated as established Otto family history.

There is also a human problem with doing so. The interchangeable "voodoo servant" turns an unnamed Black
or Caribbean woman into a convenient source of menacing magic. Vodou, Hoodoo, Santería, and other
Afro-Caribbean traditions are not interchangeable. Without a name, a contemporary witness, or a traceable
family account, the servant curse should be recognized for what the evidence supports: a racialized later
legend, not a verified event.

Myrtle Reuter and the Missing Paper Trail
After Gene died in 1974, Robert remained in Key West. The Society's collection history says Myrtle Reuter
acquired the Eaton Street house, kept the doll, moved with him to Von Phister Street about six years later, and
donated him to the Society in 1994.[2]

Modern books and articles repeat that sequence, but most ultimately rely on the museum's account. The
accession form, deed trail, donor correspondence, and any recorded interview with Reuter are not reproduced
in the accessible sources examined for this chapter. The 1994 donation is therefore best stated as the Society's
documented collection history, not as a fact independently reconstructed from public records.

The same caution applies to Reuter's supernatural experiences. The museum says she believed Robert moved
around her house and was haunted. Later tellings add footsteps, giggling, changing expressions, and a plumber
who found the doll in a different place. Those details may preserve testimony, but no contemporary interview
or report identified in the available record allows us to tell when each one entered the story.
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Robert's history becomes much easier to observe once he reaches Fort East Martello. The museum is a public
institution, the doll can be examined, and visitor responses leave paper and electronic records. The
supernatural claims do not become more provable. Their transmission becomes visible.

A Museum-Era Ritual
The Society says Robert was not initially placed on display. Visitors began asking for him, and reports followed
of cameras or other equipment malfunctioning nearby. Apology letters then began to arrive.[2] A photograph
posted in 2015 records the exhibit text and Robert's public presentation by that date, independent evidence
that the museum interpretation and visitor-facing legend were established no later than the mid-2010s.[6]

The available record does not establish the first permission request, the first failed camera, or the first apology
letter. No dated pre-museum account identified in the surviving material tells Gene's visitors to ask before
taking a picture. The familiar photography rule therefore belongs to Robert's public life, probably after the
1994 donation, though its exact beginning remains unknown.

The museum's current letter archive makes the custom tangible. Published examples include writers
apologizing for taking photographs, filming without permission, mocking Robert, or failing to show enough
respect. They connect later illnesses, lightning strikes, house fires, and personal upheaval to the encounter.[1]
These are the writers' interpretations, not verified chains of cause and effect.

Still, the ritual is powerful because it asks visitors to participate. A person hears the rule, asks permission,
watches a camera screen, and remembers the next unlucky event. A letter sent afterward becomes part of the
display that teaches the rule to someone else.

The archive grows by explaining its own growth.

When a Face Seems to Change
Spend long enough looking at Robert and his expression may seem different.

His face is faded and uneven. Light strikes cloth and glass from changing angles. Reflections shift when a
visitor moves. The human mind is unusually alert to faces and can read emotion from the smallest visual
change.

That offers a natural explanation without accusing witnesses of dishonesty. Someone who has just heard that
Robert becomes angry is prepared to recognize anger. In the same way, a camera problem after a warning feels
more meaningful than the same problem elsewhere.

Bad luck works similarly. Illness, repair bills, arguments, and delays visit everyone. A memorable encounter
supplies a possible cause, and the apology supplies an action when events feel uncontrollable.

Two Roberts
There are two Roberts at Fort East Martello.

One is a museum object with a known twentieth-century owner and a collection history supplied by its
steward. Its materials can be examined, although its original maker and path into the Otto household remain
unresolved.
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The other Robert listens, moves, refuses photographs, and punishes disrespect. That character has
accumulated details over time. The servant became more specific, the curse more elaborate, and the
photography custom more widely repeated.

The physical doll gives the character a face. The character sends visitors to the physical doll. Between them sit
the apology letters, which are not proof of a curse but are primary evidence of belief.

Before leaving, read a few with care. Some are playful. Others come from people facing grief, fear, or serious
illness. Whatever one thinks about Robert's power, the feelings addressed to him are often real.

Should you ask before taking a photograph?

Historically, the rule appears to be a museum-era custom, not something documented from Gene Otto's
childhood. Practically, asking costs nothing. Socially, it lets you take part in a Key West tradition.

If the camera works, you have a picture.

If it does not, you have a story.

Robert has become famous through both.
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Continue exploring.
Read the complete Ghosts, Legends & Lore from Florida: Key West, with more researched

history, local legends, and stories of place.
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