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Proviso

This guidebook is a collection of articles, reports and maps from numerous
sources. Wherever possible the original sources of the information are
identified and noted, but some may have been missed or identified
improperly. It is not the intent of the Society or the persons assembling the
information to omit, misrepresent or inaccurately identify where these

materials originated.
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Introduction

Egmont Key is an emergent shoal positioned in the mouth of Tampa Bay. It is
one of two such shoals, the other being Passage Key approximately one mile
south-southeast of Egmont Key. Although associated with a string of barrier
islands positioned to the west of Florida, from approximately Tarpon Springs
in the north to Ft. Myers in the south, these two islands (keﬁs) have no land to

their east and are therefore, not barrier islands.

At times of lower sea level, both keys, but particularly the north end of
Egmont Key, might be formidable bluffs overlooking picturesque river
valleys. When sea level rises, these fragile points of land are reclaimed by
the gulf waters and re-configured by tidal currents. Presently, Egmont Key is
a bay mouth shoal about 5-feet above high tide levels with a somewhat north —
south alignment due to longshore currents and longshore transport. The

materials in transport are primarily quartz sand and marine shell fragments.

Passage Key is only somewhat emergent at approximately 1-foot above high
tide levels. Being smaller in area and lower in elevation, Passage Key is
frequently overwashed by storm surges and heavy seas. Consequently,
Passage Key is more shoal-like when compared to Egmont Key and exhibits

an alignment more often paralleling ebb tide currents.

Due to exposure on all sides, neither Egmont or Passage Key have the marine
or terrestrial vegetation typical of their island cousins to the north and south
along Florida’s gulf coast. The most notable of the missing vegetation species
are the mangroves, which form the estuarine nurseries along the protected

lagoons typical of barrier islands. Marine grasses are also generally non-
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existent, although a small sea grass bed is located in the shallows near the

central portion of Egmont Key’s eastern shore.

The terrestrial plant community noted on other islands to the north and south,
but missing on Egmont Key, is the pine flatwood. No information has been
forthcoming with respect to past pine flatwood communities, and their
possible demise during military occupation. They also are conspicuously

small in extent on Mullet Key to the north.
It is conjectured that the dynamics of these bay mouth islands allow for re-

alignment and overwash more frequently than any of these three plant

communities can gain establishment.
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Summary of the Guidebook’s Contents

Egmont Key and its neighboring islands to the north and south, Mullet Key and
Passage Key respectively, have experienced impact by man since the mid
1800s. However, Egmont Key has received more attention because of its
strategic location in the central portion of the entrance to Tampa Bay, and its

proximity to a deep channel, which snuggles it northern shore.

Following these few summary pages are Appendices that contain information
from various sources on Egmont Key and its significance to the local history.
Much of what is told about the island is in the form of maps, since so much

information is presented in such limited space.

Be cautioned however ......
The maps lure your thoughts and imagination deeply into the island’s

past and leave you wondering how the story will end.

Fgmont Key - Island of Discovery

Certainly native North American human cultures first discovered Egmont Key,
but credit goes to the more formal Europeans that fancied maps. The earliest
know map dates to 1757. At that time, the Isle-of-the-Cross (Egmont Key) was
noted to have a passable channel into to the bay to its south but shoaling to the
north created shallow depths not negotiable by 18" century sea vessels. As
Florida’s land holding passed from country to country in Europe, its original

native cultures declined and their remnants were assimilated as tribes from
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the north migrated into Florida, away from European settlers (itors note: Thing have not
changed). By the mid-1800s, interest concerning Egmont Key was renewed due to

the mapping and surveying efforts of a young military up-start, Robert E. Lee.

Zgmont Key - Istand of Deftance

Egmont Key’s first efforts at defiance are connected to the failed lighthouse
structures erected in the 1840s and 1850s to mark the entrance into Tampa
Bay. However, before the U.S. Civil War in the 1860s a more permanent
lighthouse structure existed with new French-lens technology. To avoid the
U.S. Navy from gaining entrance into Tampa Bay during the Civil War, the
local Confederates in defiance removed the fresnal lens from the lighthouse.

The navigational light was extinguished throughout the war years.

Nearing the end of the 19™ century Tampa, Florida was gaining importance as
a seaport, and the Cuban population raised concerns about the port’s safety
as tensions between Spain and the U.S. escalated. This played closely with
the U.S. military’s initiative throughout the country for coastal defenses in
significant harbors. Thus, Fort Dade and Fort DeSoto bring Egmont Key,
Passage Key and Mullet Key to the peak of the defiant years. With state-of-
design rifled cannons and mortars, disappearing turrets, electricity and
telephones, these keys assumed a major role as the strategic defenses of

Tampa Bay and its ports in Tampa and St. Petersburg.

Wars bring technological advances and World War I brought the airplane.
Now coastal defenses were rendered obsolete and they began to be
abandoned around many of the ports throughout the U.S. The defiant years

waned away. Passage Key’s defenses were consumed by storms and shoaling
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sands, with southern Egmont Key following a similar albeit less aggressive
fate. By the 1930s, Egmont Key’s population of thousands had returned to that

of a lighthouse keeper and a few harbor pilots.

Zgmont Key - Island of Refuge

The U.S. Coast Guard assumed duties from the U.S. Lighthouse Service and set
up a small training operation on Egmont Key by the mid 20" century, but
generally, the island was left to sabal palms, strangler figs and the winds of
longshore transport. While the vegetation wedged open the cracks in the
abandoned artillery batteries, salt reclaimed the cannons and surf reclaimed

the land.

Florida’s population soared and while dredges created land from grass flats
and sandy shoals, Egmont Key’s isolation allowed its population of gopher
tortoises and nesting sea turtles and sea birds to establish a presence in an
ever-decreasing habitat. It is man’s interest in the historic structures and their

preservation, which by default included the habitat.

Almost a century after their construction, the southern artillery batteries were
remanded to the gulf waters, battery Burchsted in the 1960s, and John Page in
the 1980s. At the northern end of Egmont Key, batteries McIntosh, Guy
Howard and Charles Mellon stood watch over an advancing sea and ghostly
palms. Guy Howard collapsed near its centennial (in 1999), while McIntosh
and Mellon received a stay (in 2001) from their constructors, the U.S. Army
Corp of Engineers. The stay came in the form of dredged sand from one of

the protected ports of a century earlier, Bayboro Harbor in St. Petersburg.
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As a Florida State Park (Egmont Key) and National Wildlife Refuge (Egmont
and Passage Key) the island will for the time being remain a refuge for these
stressed creatures, with the addition of an also stressed human population
arriving each summer on Saturday and Sunday. Therefore, for a few years
longer (thanks to coastal nourishment), until redistributed by winds and

waves, Egmont Key remains the Island Refuge at the entrance to Tampa Bay.

And Egmont’s lighthouse? Well, it remains sentinel to mariners past, present
and future and to the architects that designed these marvelous structures. As
the global positioning system has closed all lighthouses but Egmont’s along
the Florida gulf coast, Egmont Key light became the first and now is the last
lighthouse to guide seamen along the Florida gulf coast and safely to port.
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Fgmont Key - Maps and Sketches

Appendix A
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