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A LITTLE MORE ON NEIGHBORING EGMONT KEY

In 1763, Egmont Key was named in honor of John 
Perceval, the Second Earl of Egmont and a member 
of the Irish House of Commons. Egmont Key has 
played an active part in Tampa Bay area history.

In the 1830s, the then “town” of Tampa had begun 
to develop into a bustling seaport. As the shipping 
increased, so did the number of groundings on 
the sandbars off Egmont Key. To remedy the 
situation, the citizens of Tampa petitioned the federal 
government for the construction of a lighthouse at 
the entrance of the bay. On March 3, 1847, Congress 
authorized funds to erect a lighthouse on Egmont 
Key. Construction was completed in May 1848 at a 
cost of $7,050. At the time of completion, the Egmont 
Key lighthouse was the only one between St. Marks 
and Key West.

When the Great Hurricane of 1848 struck between 
September 23 and 25, it did extensive damage to the 
lighthouse. This and a subsequent hurricane in 1852 
prompted the U.S. Congress, on August 10, 1856, 
to appropriate $16,000 to rebuild the lighthouse and 
light keeper’s dwelling. Rebuilt in 1858, the second 
lighthouse was designed to withstand any storm. The 
rebuilt tower was approximately 120 feet tall with the 
most modern lighting equipment at that time.

At the outbreak of the Civil War, Confederate troops 
briefly occupied the key.

In November 1861, Union Naval forces captured 
Egmont Key and established a base for Union gun 
boats blockading Tampa Bay.

Tensions ran high in Tampa during 1898 as war with 
Spain seemed imminent. Fort Dade was established 
with temporary gun batteries on Egmont Key at the 
outbreak of the Spanish American War. The Spanish 
fleet never came. However, between 1899 and 
1916, more than 70 buildings were constructed on 
the island at a cost of $494,427.48. A small city with 
more than 300 residents existed on Egmont Key at 
this time. Advances in armaments during the early 
20th century made Fort Dade obsolete by the end 
of World War I. After a severe hurricane 
in 1921, the fort was deactivated and a 
caretaker assigned in 1923.

After Fort Dade was deactivated in 
1923, the lighthouse and pilot stations 
became the focal points of the key. 
Before a formal harbor pilot association 
was established in Tampa Bay, incoming 
ships stopped at the lighthouse and 
borrowed a chart of the bay from the 
light keeper, returning it on the outbound 
voyage. In 1912, the Tampa Bay Pilot 
Association obtained a lease for two 
acres on the key to maintain 
a pilot lookout. The pilots 
have remained active on 
the key since then, guiding 
ships into today’s busy Port 
of Tampa.

In 1989, Egmont Key 
became a state park. 

For additional information, 
contact Egmont Key State Park,
 4905 - 34th St. S., # 5000, 
St. Petersburg, FL 33711,
(727) 893-2627.

Egmont Key-Fort Dade Buildings
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Battery Laidley

Battery Laidley was the primary defense for Fort 
De Soto. It contained eight, 12-inch M 1890-MI 
mortars with a maximum range of 6.8 miles at 
45-degree elevation. The guns were manufactured 
by Watervliet Arsenal of Watervliet, New York. The 
battery had two observation points.

When a ship was sighted, the coordinates were 
relayed to the relocating room and that information 
was then sent to the data booth, where it was 
posted for the gun crews to view. At that time, the 
guns would be readied for firing. 

Each gun required a 12-man crew to manually load 
and aim it. The guns had a 54-pound powder charge, 
which was put in after the projectile was loaded. 
The guns were fired either electrically or manually. 
Electricity was provided by generator, located in the 
dynamo room.

A visitor coming to Fort De Soto Park today can view 
the last four 12-inch M 1890-MI mortars remaining in 
North America (the only others remaining anywhere 
in the world are in the Philippines).  

Illustration based on original drawing by Bruce Ed McCall 12/12/94
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Battery Bigelow was the secondary defense for 
Fort De Soto. Its weapons were needed because 
Battery Laidley’s 12-inch seacoast mortar mountings 
left 1.25 miles in front of the battery that could not 
be protected by the 12-inch mortar projectiles. It was 
also intended that the two 3-inch guns of Battery 
Bigelow would stop smaller, faster vessels that might 
elude the 12-inch mortars of Battery Laidley.

Mounted in Battery Bigelow were two 3-inch, 
15-pound Driggs-Seabury Model 1898 rapid-fire 
guns. The 3-inch guns were manufactured by the 
Driggs-Seabury Gun & Ammunition Company of 
Derby, Connecticut. The task of the smaller caliber 
guns was also to defend and protect the minefield 
from torpedo boats, submarines, etc., at the 
harbor entrance.

In October 1932, Battery Bigelow collapsed and was 
swallowed by the Gulf of Mexico. The ruins of Battery 
Bigelow can be seen in the surf just southwest of 
Battery Laidley.

Battery Bigelow

View of Fort from
the Gulf of Mexico

Battery Bigelow was named in honor of 1st Lt. 
Aaron Bigelow of the 21st U.S. Infantry, killed at the 
battle of Lundy’s Lane, Ontario, during the War of 
1812.

Illustration based on original drawing 
by Bruce Ed McCall 12/12/94
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historic guideFort De Soto
COUNTY PARK 

Fort De Soto History:

For more than 400 years, the Tampa Bay area of 
Florida has attracted a wide variety of visitors to 
its shores. Some of the fi rst were the Tocobaga 
Indians, who enjoyed the bounty of the harvest from 
Tampa Bay and the Gulf of Mexico. The savory 
clams, oysters, conchs, whelks and fi sh taken from 
the pristine waters must have been delightful as well 
as plentiful.

The Tocobaga Indians lived here from 1,000 A.D. to 
approximately 1,500 A.D. In archaeological terms, 
the Tocobaga Indians, who occupied Mullet Key 
and other barrier islands, belonging to the Safety 
Harbor culture period. Their diet consisted mostly 
of seafood, wild plants and the occasional game 
animal. They traveled to and from the Pinellas 
peninsula by dugout canoes.

In and around Mullet Key, Indian middens have been 
identifi ed. A kitchen or shell midden is a shell mound 
where empty shells were discarded by the Native 
Americans. Because it was their place of work and 
food preparation (their kitchen), village middens 
contain artifacts, usually small bits of charcoal fi sh 
and animal bones, broken pottery and shell tools. 

Fort De Soto is only one unit in the Pinellas County 
park system, developed with public funds for the 
enjoyment of our citizens and visitors.

The park is made up of fi ve islands or keys: 
Madelaine Key, St. Jean Key, St. Christopher Key, 
Bonne Fortune Key and the main island of Mullet 
Key. Together the keys total 1,136 acres with more 
than six miles of beach frontage and several miles 
of waterfront along Mullet Key Bayou.
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Pets in picnic shelters, restrooms, concession areas, public beaches or  ●
fishing piers.

Pets without a leash or with a leash more than six feet in length, except  ●
in designated Dog Park.

Patrons in the park after dark, except on the fishing piers or in the  ●
camping area.

Removing, damaging or defacing trees, shrubs or any other plants. ●
Vehicles on the beaches or in the picnic areas. ●
Feeding or harrassing wildlife, including birds, squirrels and raccoons. ●
Swimming outside of designated swimming area. ●
Alcoholic beverages ●

Permits for metal detecting on the beaches may be obtained at park  ●
headquarters.

Park rangers are on duty 24-hours a day to serve and assist you. ●
To have a ranger dispatched, call the Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office  ●
at (727) 582-6200.

The bridge tolls are collected by the Florida Department of  ●
Transportation; the fees do not support the park.

General Information

Facilities

Prohibited

l,000-foot Gulf Pier and 500-foot Bay Pier: ●  For your fishing pleasure. 
Both are equipped with bait, tackle and food concessions.

Arrowhead Family Picnic Area and Nature Trail: ●  No motor homes, 
trailers or buses are allowed.

Historic fort built in 1898: ●  Self-guided historical trail with historical 
and park literature available from the fort and park headquarters 
office. Fort tours are available for groups by appointment; call 
(727) 552-1862.

800-foot boat ramp: ●  Vehicle and boat trailer parking.

Family Camping Area: ●  Includes 243 sites each with water and 
electrical hook-up, a picnic table and charcoal grill. A camp store, 
dump stations, modern restrooms and laundry facilities are provided 
for your convenience. Reservations required by calling (727) 893-
9185 or visit www.pinellascounty.org/parks.  

North Beach and East Beach Picnic Areas: ●  Reserve picnic shelters by 
calling (727) 453-3171 or visit www.pinellascounty.org/parks.

Quartermaster Storehouse Museum:  ● Reconstructed from a 1905 
army building. Historical information is on display.

Swimming beaches: Lifeguards on duty April through September. ●  
For your own safety, please swim ONLY in designated areas.

Fort Snack Bar and Gift Shop: ●  (727) 864-1376.

Youth Camping: ●  Recognized youth groups may reserve up to three 
months in advance by calling (727) 552-1862.

Multi-purpose Trail: ●  Seven miles of paved trail connecting North 
Beach, East Beach, the boat ramp and the camping area.

Canoe Trail: ●  2.25-mile self-guided trail.

Barrier-free Nature Trail: ●  2,200 feet long with six interpretive stations.

Dog Park: ●  2.5 acres of dedicated park with one-quarter mile of 
beach, located west of the Bay Pier parking lot.
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