Egmont Key

Egmont Key State Park
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Above is a “trail map” of the north end of Egmont Key, an island at the
mouth of Tampa Bay; the south end is a wildlife refuge, particularly for
shore birds, not open to the public. Egmont Key is reached by private boat
or by ferry from Fort De Soto, southwest of Saint Petersburg, Florida. A
German friend, Michael Weigelt, and I took the ferry.
Fort De Soto and Fort Dade (Egmont Key) were built during the SpanishAmerican War. Fort De Soto was built in 1898-1906 and construction of
Fort Dade began in 1898, both with gun batteries to protect Tampa. The
Spanish fleet never came, but by 1910 a small town of about 300 residents,
brick streets, a narrow gauge railroad, an electric generating plant, and 70
buildings existed at Fort Dade. During World War I, Fort Dade was used
as a training center for National Guard Coast Artillery Units. The Fort was
deactivated in the early 1920s, but later reactivated and used during
World War II as a harbor patrol station and an ammunition storage
facility.
About the Names: In 1761, the English named the island “Egmont Key” for
John Perceval, the second Earl of Egmont and a member of the Irish
House of Commons. Fort Dade was named for Major Francis L. Dade, who
was killed by Seminoles in the 2nd Seminole War. Among other things,
Miami-Dade County is named after him.

Ferry—Egmont Key is barely discernible on the horizon.

Getting closer

Almost there—derelict boat on the beach

Lighthouse with Michael carrying a bag with water and his swim suit.
The lighthouse, which is still functioning, warns sailors to avoid grounding
their ships on the sandbars around the island. It was completed in 1848
but, soon after, the Great Hurricane of 1848 damaged both the lighthouse
and the keeper’s residence. Ten years later the lighthouse was
reconstructed to “withstand any storm.”
At the end of the Third Seminole War (1855-58), Egmont Key became a
holding camp for Seminoles who were being transported to Arkansas and
Oklahoma. And, then, the island was occupied by the Union Navy during
the Civil War. In 1898 was Fort Dade built for the Spanish American War.

Gopher tortoises are all over Egmont Key, as are signs about protecting them.

The Guns of Fort Dade
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There are five gun batteries, built between 1898 and 1906, at Fort Dade.
The two on the south end of the island—Burchsted (1898) and Page (1904)
—are now under water because Egmont Key has been diminished by
erosion (they would be off limits anyway because of the Refuge).
But the three batteries on the north end are open and can be visited.

A room inside Battery
McIntosh (1906)

Battery Howard
(1906)

Battery Mellon (1898)

Both of the batteries built in 1906, McIntosh and Howard, used
“disappearing” carriages, which utilized the recoil energy of firing. The
recoil moved the gun back and down behind the cement parapet wall, out
of enemy sight. Once loaded, the guns were raised to fire and then
disappeared again. The guns in McIntosh remained in place until Fort
Dade closed in 1923. Those at Howard, however, were dismantled in 1917
and sent to France to be used as artillery in World War I.

The Ghost Town of Fort Dade

The red brick streets look in pretty good shape but the buildings are gone.
At left are the remains of one of the
locomotives for the railroad that
transported materials for the
Engineering and Quartermaster
Departments. Before the railroad,
mules were used to pull heavy loads
through the fine sand. Steam
locomotives were more efficient.

At left are the foundations of the Ordnance Repair Shop and, right, is the
remains of the Fire Control Command Tower, used to locate enemy ships.

Non-Commissioned Officers Row, once lined with frame houses with
porches. In April 1925 the buildings burned in a fire set by Federal Agents
in order to capture contraband of illegal immigrates and alcohol. The fire
was left unattended by the agents when they left the island with their
captives and goods.

Intrepid Explorer Takes a Break
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