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Ben T.’s grandson
sticks to his dream

By DEBORAH QUINN
Sun Staff Writer

Take two proud families. Add
meoney, political influence and a dif-
ference of opinion. Shake well.

What do you have? Standard tele-
vision soap opera fare. And a genu-
ine home-brewed feud involving
real-life characters living in the
Tampa Bay area.

The plot focuses on the tug-of-war
over the identity of that 9% mile-
long concrete link between Tampa
and Clearwater generally known as
the Courtney Campbell Causeway.

Pulling from the Tampa end is the
‘family of the late Ben T. Davis,
causeway builder. .

- Ben's grandson, George T. Davis,
wants the highway known by its
original name, Davis Causeway.

“All I want,” Davis said, “is for
my granddaddy to get his due.”

. On the Clearwater end is Henrietta
Campbell, widow of Courtney
Campbell, former State Road Board
chairman whose name has become
affixed to the causeway.

Davis's hope to rename the
Tampa-Clearwater link is a “‘fanatic
dream,” 'said Mrs. Campbell, who,
needless to say, likes things just the
way they are.
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This controversy about names
began in 1972, but in the past five
years it has retreated from the pub-
lic spotlight to the deep recesses of
family and social circles.

Then, in the November issue of the
Journal of the Tampa Historical So-
ciety, writer Hampton Dunn again
brought the issue into the limelight
in an article titled **Will Tts Original
Name Be Restored To Davis
Causeway?”

In Clearwater last week to turn

over a file of newspaper articles,

about the causeway to the public
library, George Davis vowed it will.

“Me and Mrs. Campbell may die
first (before the name is changed),”
Davis said. “But Lo hell with us. My
granddaddy is the real here, and
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there will be no satistaction until this
business is straightened out.”

Capt. Ben T. Davis had the kind of
storybook career children dream of.

Born in Kentucky, he moved with
his family to Texas as a youngster
and made four trips to Oregon along
the Chisolm Trail herding cattle.

The first graduate in engineering
from the University of New Mexico,
Davis leftthe states for Mexico
where, as a member of the govern-
ment engineering team, he helped
build one of the country’s first rail-
roads. He acquired the prefix *‘cap-
tain'" during a previous job there as
port captain for the Standard Dredg-
ing Co.

Among the developments Davis

was contractor for in Mexico were a
viaduct, a steel bridge and several
buildings. He was one of five men
who developed the exclusive
Chapultepec subdivision of Mexico
City, and all wharves in the port of
Tampico were constructed under his
supervision.
- While on a dredging job in Florida,
Davis discussed with some leading
Tampa citizens the possibility of
bridging Old Tampa Bay.

The project began in 1927, but it
was brought to a standstill by the
Florida real estate boom and the
Depression. It resumed in 1932 with
a $600,000 loan from the Reconstrue-
tion Finance Corp. Davis invested
$900,000 in the causeway with money
borrowed from friends.

When the project was completed in

1934, it had a price tag of $1.5 mil--

lion. The causeway was the longest
span across an open body of water in
the country, shortening the drive be-
tween Clearwater and Tampa by 10
miles.

Tolls to cross the causeway were
95 cenls per car and driver, and 5
cents each for additional passen-
gers; horse and rider, 5 cents; bi-
cycle rider, 5 cents; motorcycle, 10
cents: and trucks and buses, 30 cents
and up according to weight. A round
trip for passenger cars and all pas-
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sengers was 50 cents.

The State Road Department and
the federal government seized own-
ership of the causeway to aid the
war effort in 1944. Davis was reim-
bursed $1,085,861 and the tolls were
removed.

In 1947, nine months after the
death of Davis, the State Road Board
decided to honor Courtney
Campbell, former chairman of the
board, by naming after him a
causeway beautification project
begun during his tenure.

Campbell came to Florida during
the 1920s land boom.

Before being appointed to the road
board by Gov. Millard Caldwell in
1942, he was a member of the law
firm T.M. Shackleford Jr., and later
was a' vice president and general
manager of the Florida division of
Food Machinery and Chemical. In
the latter job, he was responsible for
pioneering several packaging proc-
esses.

In 1952 he successfully ran for a
congressional seat. In addition, he
was a charter member of the first
Pinellas County Park Board and was
one of the founders of WLCY tele-
vision.

The naming of the causeway is a
mystery. _

American Automobile Association
maps refer to the development as

Courtney Campbell Causeway. -

Davis’s name appears on signs at
Tampa's municipal beach on the
east end of the causeway. Two 7-foot

markers at either end of the

causeway designate it the Courtney

Campbell Parkway.

A March 1972 article in the Tampa

Tribune's Florida Accent magazine
quotes Geoffrey Dobson, general
counsel for the
Transportation, as saying the only
official move taken was a State Road
Board action naming the beau-
tification project, and that the road
itself could be called anything. Most
highways, he said. never are legally
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