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DRY TORTUGAS

To Key West
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Figure 1. Location of field trip stops in the Dry Tortugas. Also see front and back
inside covers.



INTRODUCTION

Robert B. Halley
Fisher Island Station
Miami Beach, Florida

The Dry Tortugas are a remote and exotic set of islands some 70 miles west
of Key West, Florida. They form points of land in a tropical marine preserve
which harbors areas of outstanding historical and biological interest. It is
impossible to visit the Tortugas without being enraptured by the stark beauty
of the islands and the thriving lushness of the surrounding reefs. Visitors
are encouraged to pursue their particular interests beyond geology while in the
Tortugas, although this guide emphasizes the sedimentology of the area.

The collections of papers in this volume are compiled to serve as a general
introduction to sedimentation in the Dry Tortugas. Individual contributions
touch on physical, chemical, biological and historical aspects of carbonate
sedimentation in the area. The papers are not exhaustive studies, but rather
they provide background on a broad front for the educated layman.

The Tortugas field trip consists of five stops located on Figure 1 and the
front and back covers. The stops and the papers from this volume which apply
to each stop are as follows:

STOP 1. East Key (Davis and 0'Neill)

STOP 2. Garden Key (Meeder; G.E. Davis; Anonymous)

STOP 3. Southeast Reef (Meeder; G.E. Davis; Shinn and others)
STOP 4. Loggerhead Patch Reefs (Meeder; G.E. Davis)

STOP 5. Loggerhead Key (Ginsburg; Halley and Steinen)

Four of the included papers are new publications for this volume. Two are
reproduced with the permission of the authors and respective publishers. They
originally appeared as:

Ginsburg, R.N., 1953, Beachrock in south Florida: Journal of Sedi-
mentary Petrology, v. 23, p. 89-92.

Shinn, E.A., J.H. Hudson, R.B. Halley, and B. Lidz, 1977, Topographic
control and accumulation rate of some Holocene coral reefs: south
Florida and Dry Tortugas: 1in Proceedings, Third International
Coral Reef Symposium 2, Geology, p. 1-7, Miami, Florida.

Stops 1, 3 and 4 and a portion of Stop 2 are snorkeling stops, and visitors
are encouraged to review the articles pertaining to these stops before entering
the water. Have fun!



Fort Jefferson National Monument, Florida

Fort Jefferson, largest of the 19th-century American coastal forts,
is the central feature of the seven Dry Tortugas Islands and the surrounding
shoals and waters of the Gulf of Mexico that make up Fort Jefferson National
Monument. Though off the beaten track, the monument is famous for its bird
and marine life, as well as for its legends of pirates and sunken gold.

Dry Tortugas

Like a strand of beads hanging from the tip of Florida, reef islands
trail westward into the Gulf of Mexico. Almost 70 miles west of Key West,
is a cluster of coral keys called Dry Tortugas. In 1513, Spanish explorer
Ponce de Leon named them fas Tortugas--the Turtles--because of "the great
amount of turtles which there do breed." The later name, Dry Tortugas,
warns the mariner that there is no fresh water here.

Past Tortugas sailed the treasure-laden ships of Spain, braving ship-
wreck and corsairs. Not until Florida became part of the United States in
1821 were the pirates finally driven out. Then, for additional insurance
to a growing United States commerce in the Gulf, a lighthouse was built at
Tortugas, on Garden Key, in 1825. Thirty-one years later the present 150-foot
light was erected on Loggerhead Key.

The strategic importance of the Tortugas was recognized early. In the
words of the naval captain who surveyed the Keys in 1830, Tortugas could
"control navigation of the Gulf." Commerce from the growing Mississippi
Valley sailed the gulf to reach the Atlantic. Enemy seizure of the Tortugas
would cut off this vital traffic, and a fleet operating from this strategic
base could be effective against even a superior force.

There were still keen memories of Jackson's fight with the British at
New Orleans, and England was currently developing her West Indies possessions.
Trouble in Cuba was near. Texas, a new republic, seemed about to from an
alliance with France or England, thus providing the Europeans with a foothold
on the gulf coast. To guard against this possibility, Fort Jefferson was
built on Garden Key.

Key to the Gulf of Mexico

During the first half of the 1800's the United States began a chain of
seacoast defenses from Maine to Texas. Fort Jefferson, one-half mile in
perimeter, was the largest link in the chain. From foundation to crown its
8-foot-thick walls stand 50 feet high. Its three gun tiers were designed for
450 guns, and it was large enough to garrison 1,500 men. Planned and super-
vised by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the fort was started in 1846,
and, although work went on for almost 30 years, it was never finished. Arti-
sans imported from the North and slaves from Key West made up most of the
labor force. After 1861 the slaves were partly replaced by military prisoners,
but slave labor did not end completely until Lincoln freed the slaves in 1863.




Federal troops occupied the half-completed, unarmed Fort Jefferson on
January 19, 1861, to keep it from falling into the hands of Florida secession-
ists, but aside from a few warning shots at Confederate privateers there was
no action. The average garrison numbered 500 men, and building quarters for
them accounted for most of the wartime construction.

Little important work was done after 1866, for the new rifled cannon
had already made the fort obsolete. Further, the engineers found that the
foundations rested not upon a solid coral reef, but upon sand and coral
boulders washed up by the sea. The huge structure settled, and the walls
began to crack.

For almost ten years after the war, Fort Jefferson remained a prison.
Among the prisoners sent there in 1865 were several of the 'Lincoln Con-
spirators''--Michael O'Loughlin, Samuel Arnold, Edward Spangler, and Dr. Samuel
A. Mudd. Dr. Mudd, knowing nothing of President Lincoln's assassination, had
set the broken leg of the fugitive assassin, John Wilkes Booth. The physician
was convicted of conspiracy and sentenced to life imprisonment at hard labor.

Normally, the Tortugas was a healthful post, but in 1867 yellow fever
came. From August 18 to November 14 the epidemic raged, striking 270 of the
300 men at the fort. Among the first of the 38 fatalities was the post
surgeon, Maj. Joseph Sim Smith. Dr. Mudd, together with Dr. Daniel Whitehurst
from Key West, worked day and night to fight the scourge. Two years later,
Dr. Mudd was pardoned.

Because of hurricane damage and another fever outbreak, Fort Jefferson
was abandoned in 1874. During the 1880's, however, the United States began
a naval building program, and Navy men looked at this outpost as a possible
naval base. From Tortugas Harbor the battleship Maine weighed anchor for
Cuba, where she was blown up in Havana Harbor on February 15, 1898. Soon
the Navy began a coaling station outside the fort walls, bringing the total
cost of the fortification to some $3.5 million. The big sheds were hardly
completed before a hurricane smashed the loading rigs.

One of the first naval wireless stations was built at the fort early in
the 1900's, and, during World War I, Tortugas was equipped to serve as a
seaplane base. But as the military moved out again, fire and storms and
salvagers took their toll, leaving the "Gibraltar of the Gulf'" a vast ruin.

Tortugas Birds

One of our great national wildlife spectacles occurs each year between
April and September, when the sooty terns gather on Bush Key for their
nesting season. The terns come by the thousands from the Caribbean Sea and
west-central Atlantic Ocean. As early as mid-January, sooties begin conducting
nocturnal maneuvers over the Tortugas, spending their days at sea. Presumably,
mating occurs during this time, for when they land on Bush Key in March,
egg-laying begins immediately. Their nests are no more than depressions in
the warm sand. The parents take turns shading their single egg from the sun.
When the young are strong enough for continuous flight, the colony disperses.
Unless hurricanes carry them farther north, most adult sooties spend the
winter in the Gulf and northwest Caribbean. Juvenile sooties, however, leave






