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Florida’s Phosphate Railroads

Part1: Anlintroduction

by R.B.Frazier

One of Florida's largest heavy
industries maintains such a low
profile that most visitors are never
aware they have passed through a
mining region. In deed, few Florida
residents are aware of the scope of
this mining. Florida rankes eleventh
amongst the states in mine output
and phosphate is the reason why.
Florida's phosphate regions are both
wide—ranging and extensive. A vein
of hardrock phosphate runs from
Jacksonville to a point south of
Valdosta, Georgia. This vein is being
mined at several points by
Occidental Chemical. The Southern
Railway supplies transportation from
Lheir Valdosta terminal.

Another hard rock vein runs along
US 41 from High Springs to
Dunnellon. Most minning on this
vein is done by small, independent
companies. Seaboard serves these
from their High Springs Yard. But
the largest and most productive
region is Florida's Pebble Phosphate
District (figure:1) that runs along the
banks of the Peace and Alafia
(pronounced Al—Uh—Fie: ‘Al as in
‘Al's Diner', ‘UN as in 'Say What', and
‘fie' as in ‘Fee, Fie, Foe, Fum...")

Rivers and their headwatars.

Phosphate was first discovered in
this area by an Army engineer in
1881. Output has grown steadily
since the first ore was commercially
mined near Arcadia in 1888. By 1979
the Pebble Phosphate District was
producing eighty per cent of the
phosphate used in The United States
and more than thirty per cent of the
worlds supply. Only one railroad,
The Seaboard Coast Line, serves the
pebble district. The Southern
Railway has been trying to get into
the area for years. But, since they
would need 200 miles of trackage
rights just to reach the district, the
ICC hasn't been to sympathetic. The
rights are worth fighting for, though.
In 1980 Seaboard hauled over fourty
million tons of phosphate out of
southwest Florida. Owver eleven
per cent of the Family Lines'
transportation revenues came from
hauling phosphate. Keep in mind,
we're talking Family Lings ——
which included coal revenues from
both The Clinchfield and The
Louisville ans Nashville.

The heaviest concentration of
pebble phosphate lles In the Bone

Phosphate loading facliity Boca
Grande, Florida, 1/79 by Pickens
from the Gull side.

Valley (figure 2). The valley gets its
name from the fossils found trere. It
is bounded by The Peace River on
the east, State Road 37 on the west,
and runs from State Road 60 in the
north to the Hardee County Line. "in
the valley, phosphate matrix (ora
bearing soil) runs in a vein five to
twenty feat thick that lies between
twenty and forty feet below the
surface. Matrix contains roughly
equal amounts of phosphate ore,
clay, and sand. An active mine looks
like a NASA Lunar Training Facility.
The overburden (non—ore bearing
soil) is stripped off by dragline.
There ought to be a more dramatic
name than ‘dragline’ for these
machines. They are almost always
accompanied by the adjectives
‘giant’ and ‘huge’; but even that fails
to do them justice. A Phosphate
Dragline costs fifteen million dollars
and can weigh six and a half million
pounds. The cab can be four storles
off the ground. The boom Is 250 feet

long and supports a bucket whf.:-"

seventy ton capacity eats up t
local real estate in forty—five cub
yard bites. A machine this heavy
can't move across soft ground on

























































