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Most visitors to the Tampa Bay area eventually hear about nearby Plant City.  This small city just east of Tampa styles itself as the “Winter Strawberry Capital,” and backs up its claim with an annual strawberry festival.  The city’s name does not relate to agriculture, however, but to Henry B. Plant, a self-made entrepreneur who in 1883 built what was at first called the Southern Florida Railroad to Tampa, eventually making Plant City a junction of several rail lines.

Like Henry Flagler, Plant built hotels to encourage northerners to come to Florida on his rail line.  His magnum opus was the 500-room, Moorish-style Tampa Bay Hotel as part of his attempts to open Florida’s west coast to tourism and commerce.  This architectural icon has stood guard over downtown Tampa for more than 100 years.  Constructed between 1888 and 1891 for an estimated $3 million, the Tampa Bay Hotel was the quintessential Victorian resort hotel, a building not intended merely as a place to stay but a destination unto itself.  When it opened on January 31,1891, the hotel immediately took its place as one of America’s premier winter resorts.  Even by today’s standards, the building was enormous; eventually stretching a quarter-mile in length, it contained more than 500 guest rooms, a domed dining room, a music room, a solarium and a galleried entry rotunda.  A contemporary historian noted that “a walk from the rotunda to the dining room...was all that one needed to work up an appetite.”

Henry Bradley Plant, the prominent railroad, steamboat, express and hotel entrepreneur, was born in Branford, Connecticut on October 27, 1819.  Plant’s last bit of formal education ended in the eighth grade at the Lancasterian School in New Haven.  At eighteen years of age, Plant, after trying several other positions, began his employment with the New Haven Steamboat Company as a captain’s boy.  He worked hard to learn all aspects of the shipping business.  He later worked for the Adams Express Company in various jobs in New York City and Augusta, Georgia.  When Plant’s wife, Ellen Elizabeth Blackstone developed congestion in her lungs, two physicians advised that she should go to Florida for a proper recovery.  The Plants decided to leave New York on March 25, 1853 for a trip south by steamboat.  So rapid was Mrs. Plant’s recovery from the lung problem that she returned to Florida every winter during the remainder of her life and Henry did the same, spending thirty nine winters in Florida.

During the Civil War, Plant started the Southern Express Company which was given authority by the Confederate States of America to collect tariffs and in addition, given custody of all confederate mail and funds being transferred from one location to another.

After the Civil War, Plant regained control of the Southern Express Company which established a reputation for excellent service and good public relations.

Plant was instrumental in restoring economic health to the south during the Reconstruction era after the Civil War.  Porter King, the Mayor of Atlanta, said in the Atlantic Constitution, “Georgia, the South and Atlanta owe more to Plant than to any other man.”

In 1873, eleven years after the death of his first wife, Henry Plant married Margaret Josephine Loughman, daughter of Martin Loughman of New York City.  Margaret, whose ancestry included nobility in Ireland, would later be a great help to Henry in the selection of furnishings for the Pullman palace cars, steamships and the Tampa Bay Hotel.

In 1885, Plant created the port of Tampa by building a causeway and constructing piers in deep water.  The port ultimately had a capacity for berthing 26 ocean steamships, some of which provided steamship service to Key West and Cuba.  Plant was a hands-on manager.  His private rail car was also his office.  It was often seen at the Tampa Bay Hotel during the hotel season, December through April.  At other times, it could be found anywhere on the Plant system rails or at any of the eight Florida Gulf Coast Hotels.

Four of the Plant system hotels were built by Plant: The Inn at Port Tampa, the Tampa Bay Hotel, the Fort Myers Hotel and the Hotel Belleview in Belleair.  The others were purchased: the Seminole in Winter Park; the Punta Gorda Hotel, the Kissimmee Hotel and the Ocala House.

On one of his trips to Central Florida, Plant decided to buy the beautiful 150 room Seminole Hotel in Winter Park.  The 150 room resort hotel had opened on January 1, 1886 with 2,000 people enjoying the dinner and gala ball.  Hotel amenities included a yacht basin, a bowling alley, steam heat and a street car line leading from the train station directly to the hotel.

With the success of Flagler’s Ponce de Leon Hotel in St. Augustine and the excellent reception of the Seminole Hotel, Plant decided that Tampa needed a spectacular new hotel.  With the agreement of the town council for a new bridge across the Hillsborough River and for substantial real estate tax abatement, Plant chose New York City architect John A. Wood.  The cornerstone was laid on July 26, 1888 and the 511 room hotel opened on January 31, 1891 with a 70 square foot lobby and a 23 foot high rotunda supported by thirteen granite columns.  Florida’s first fully electrified hotel contained the following features:

1.
Guest rooms: one bathroom for every three rooms (while the Ponce de Leon had shared bathrooms at the end of the hallways); carpets, soft beds, telephones, hot water heating, a fireplace and circular fifteen inch diameter mirror set in the ceiling of each room with three bulbs set below to throw out light to all parts of the rooms.  In addition, there were two electric lights placed in the side of the dressing table. 

2.
Sixteen suites: each with double parlors, three bedrooms, sliding doors, two baths and private hallways.

3.
Public facilities included a cafe, billiard room, telegraph office, barber shop, drug store, flower shop and special ladies area for shuffleboards, billiards and cafe facilities.  Also available were needle and mineral water baths, massages and a physician. 

4.
Recreation facilities included tennis and croquet courts, rickshaw rides, 18 hole golf course, stables, hunting trips and excursions by electric launch on the Hillsborough River to observe alligators and mullet.

5.
Evening meals served at 6:00 p.m. were formal with fancy dresses and evening clothes.  There was live music by the orchestra placed on the second level of the large dining room.  After dinner, the guests separated-men to the bar for stories, cigars and after-dinner liqueurs; women to the sitting room for cool drinks and conversation.

6.
Another service provided by the hotel were fifteen dog kennels for the accommodation of pets carried along by hotel guests during their stay in Florida.  The kennels were located in a half acre park with shade trees and enclosed by a six foot fence.  The hotel’s brochure claimed that it had “the most complete dog  accommodations of any hotel in existence.”


In the 1896-97 season, Plant built a casino/auditorium, an 80 x 110 foot exhibition building with a clubhouse in the front and a combined auditorium and swimming pool in the rear.  The eastern end of the clubhouse contained two bowling alleys and a shuffleboard court.  When needed as an auditorium, the tiled pool filled with spring water could be covered with a wooden floor.  When the hall, which seated 1,800 persons, was not used as a theater, the dressing rooms of the actors because changing rooms for the bathers.  The hotel had great wide verandas, beautiful gardens, arches of electric light, oriental ceramics, beautiful statues and paintings, Turkish rugs, chinese bronze vases.  Mr. and Mrs. Plant took trips to Europe and the Far East to select and purchase articles to furnish the public rooms.

A hotel postcard of 1924 described the beautiful grounds as follows:

“A jewel so magnificent should have an appropriate setting and so it has, in a tropical garden of rare beauty of foliage and species.  The acreage surrounding the hotel should match its noble proportions and so it permits of orange groves, alluring walks, and enticing drives through long lines of palmetto and under live oaks trailing their gray banners of Spanish moss.”

There apparently was a tremendous effort to create a beautiful garden in the area extending from the hotel to the river.  Water pipes with sprinklers were installed under ground so that plants and trees could be watered during Florida’s dry season.

Alongside a small stream were planted many tropical plants and fruits including roses, pansies, bamboos, oleander, papayas, mangos and pineapples.  Since occasional cold weather could damage tropical plants, a glassed-in conservatory was built to grow plants and flowers for replacements, guest rooms, public areas and dining room tables.  An 1892 catalogue of fruits, flowers and plants growing on hotel grounds listed twenty two kinds of palm trees, three varieties of bananas, twelve varieties of orchids and various citrus trees including orange, lime, lemon, grapefruit, mandarin and tangerine.  

Beginning in May 1996, Plant decided to expand his hotel holdings and acquired 700 acres at Clearwater Harbor.  On January 15, 1897 the Belleview Hotel at Belleair opened with 145 rooms, Georgia pine construction, swiss-style design, golf course and race track.  The Belleview became a retreat for the wealthy whose private railroad cars were often parked at the railroad siding built to the south of the hotel.

Even today, you can see why the Tampa Bay Hotel was the jewel of Plant’s Florida Gulf Coast Hotels.  Much of the original building is currently used by the University of Tampa and houses the Henry B. Plant Museum.  When it opened on January 31, 1891, the journalist Henry G. Parker in the Boston Saturday Evening Gazette wrote,

“The new Tampa Bay Hotel: It was reserved for the sagacious and enterprising railroad and steamboat magnate, Mr. H.B. Plant, to reap the honor of erecting in tropical Florida the most attractive, most original and most beautiful hotel in the South, if not in the whole country; and it is a hotel of which the whole world need to be advised.” 

Like a modern-day “Club Med,” the hotel was totally self-contained and included amenities ranging from telephone service in every room to tennis, golf and quail shooting.  For the hotel’s design, Plant and his architect John A Wood produced a building unrivaled in style in Florida or the nation: a Turkish and Moorish fantasy of minarets, domes, cupolas, horseshoe arches and rambling verandas.

The Henry B. Plant Museum (established in 1933) will take you back to the hotel’s guilded age, when formal dress for dinner was standard and rickshaws carried guests through the hotel’s exotic gardens.  The Spanish-American War Room tells the story the hotel played in the 1898 conflict between the US and Spanish-held Cuba.  Because Tampa was the city nearest to Cuba with both rail and port facilities, it was chosen as the point of embarkation for the war.  The hotel was designated a National Historic Landmark in 1977.
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