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The Tampa Bay community
lost a key contributor with the
passing of Shirley McKay Sav-
age Knight in September of
last year.

A devoted wife, mother,
resident and friend, Knight
spent a great deal of her life
serving the city that she loved
- first as a teacher, then as a
successful CEO, and later as
a volunteer for several area
nonprofits. 3

Yet, it is her family’s his-
tory in the community that
draws many to Knight’s story.

The great-granddaughter
of shipping pioneer Captain
James McKay, Knight was a
fourth-generation Tampa na-
tive — born at Tampa General
Hospital on October 18, 1928.
Her father, Kenneth I. McKay,
was an attorney and partner
at McKay, Macfarlane, Jack-
son & Ramsey (now Macfar-
lane, Ferguson, Allison & Kel-
ly), where he represented his
relatives at Lykes Bros. Ship-
ping among others.

Both the McKay and Lykes
families have a rich history in
the city of Tampa. McKay is
often credited as the individ-

ual who made Tampa a port
city — first with a sailing ship
running between Tampa, Mo-
bile, Ala., and New Orleans,
and then with two steamers
transporting cattle to Cuba.
When the Civil War began,
trade between the two coun-
tries halted, and McKay used
his fleet to sneak through the
Union' blockade and bring
arms, munitions and civilian
goods into port for the South.
After the war, rancher Dr.
Howell Tyson Lykes took over
the McKay’s shipping busi-
ness and resumed cattle trade

- with Cuba. The business that

was started by McKay grew (o
be one of the largest flagship
shipping lines in the U.S.
“When my mother was
growing up, there were always
discussions .of . the family’s

~ history ~ McKay arriving in

Tampa in 1846, their shipping
business, and how their cous-

ins, the Lykes, came into the
business,” said Knight’s son, ~

Arthur Savage.

These conversations, as
well as her extensive travels
with her husband, Bill, would
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prepare Knight to take on her
most challenging role - pres-
ident of the Savage family’s
shipping business, A.R. Sav-
age and Son. But that would
not happen until years later.

Growing up in Hyde Park,
Knight often took the street-
car to see shows at the Tam-
pa Theatre. She walked to
school at Gorrie Elementary,
then later Woodrow Wilson
Middle School and, even-
tually, Plant High School.
When the time came to leave

for college, Knight packed.

up her things and moved to
Tallahassee, where she at-
tended Florida State College
for Women, which became
Florida State University dur-
ing her time there.
The Marriage of Two
Shipping Families
After graduation, Knight
moved back to Tampa, where
she met William “Bill” Sav-
age. The two fell in love and
were married on March 5,
1952. At the time, Bill Sav-
age was serving as a lieuten-
ant in the Air Force. Howev-
er, he would later take over
his family’s business, a ship
agency serving the Port of
Tampa.

During his tenure, Bill
Savage expanded the compa-

ny’s service to include ocean
freight forwarding and ste-
vedoring, and worked with a
number of ships transporting
cargo to Cuba. The company
also served as the general
agents for the Peninsular
and Occidental Steamship
Company, which operated
passenger vessels between
Tampa and Havana, Cuba.
“My parents would regu-
larly take the ferry to Cuba
for both business and plea-
sure — up until the service
was suspended due to the
embargo,” said Arthur Sav-
age. “My mother said that
Havana was one of the most
beautiful cities she had ever
seen, and the shows at the
Tropicana were fantastic.”
During one of their many
trips, Knight and her hus-
band were traveling aboard
the Norwegian cruise ship
the SS Viking Princess, when
the ship caught fire in the
middle of the night. Passen-
gers were directed to the life-
boats, where they abandoned
ship and made their way to
safety at Guantanamo Bay.
“This was in the day
when women and children
still went first. Se my father
put her on the lifeboat and
watched as she was lowered
into the darkness,” said Ar-
thur Savage. Once on land,

Shnrley McKay Savage at the port

Knight searched for Bill Sav-
age —unsure whether he had
made it safely off the ship.
“After a couple of hours,
she was called to the Har-
bormaster’s g
office, where
she found my
father drink-
ing rum with
the  Harbor-
master, who
was appar-
ently an old
friend from
the pre-em-
bargo days,”
recalls Arthur
Savage. “He
said that he
knew she was
safe but being
the good ship
agent he was,
he wanted to
get everything

some businesses and into
others — selling the tugboat
company and a bag company
in order to concentrate her at-
tention on the basic functions

of the agency, and adding the
containerized cargo business.
She also served as the Honor-
ary Consul for Denmark and
Norway and was knighted by
both countries for Outstand-
ing Service.

She was an active member
of Port Tampa
- Bay and served
on the nation-
al and local
boards of the
Propeller Club,
an  organiza-
tion dedicated
to the promo-
tion of the mar-
itime industry,
¥ commerce and
KW clobal  trade.
In 1986 she
was recognized
by the local
chapter for her
contributions
! to the indus-
pid try and named

Miss Shlrley Louise (nght) McKay christens the ship Maritime Per-

arranged to get  Tillie Lykes” on June 10, 1944. The 12,700 ton ship was son of the Year
everyone back builtat U.S. Steel Federal Shipyard in Kearny, N.J. It was a0 honor

to the states. delivered to Lykes Brothers Steamship Company. The

that no other
woman had re-

She was f“"‘ Shlp s namesake, Mrs. D. Collins Gillett, formerly Miss ceived before.

ous that
hadn’t let her
know that he
was okay.”
Charting a New
Course
Bill Savage served as the
president of A.R. Savage
and Son until his untime-

e

ly death in 1982, at which
point Knight took over the
daily operations of the busi-
ness. Running the company
was something that Knight
had never considered, even
though she knew that her
husband had cancer.

Yet, when faced with the
reality of selling the busi-
ness, Knight couldn’t bear to
do it — it was a family-owned
business and she wanted it
to stay that way. She rea-
soned that she already knew
the customers from her many
years of entertaining them at
her home, and she knew that
the office was staffed with
reliable, experienced people
who were not only employ-
ees, but friends.

Taking over for Bill Sav-
age proved to be a challenge
at first, particularly when
dealing with clients, as many
were mnot accustomed to
working with a woman.

“I recall one time that my
mother and | were in a meet-
ing, and the principal of the
company spoke only to me
because he wasn't used to
speaking to a woman in busi-
ness.” said Arthur Savage.
“It didn’t take her too long to
prove to these men that she
was capable of the job.”

During her tenure, Knight
took the company out of

® Tillie Lykes, stands to the left.

During her

career, Knight served on the
Board of Governors of the
Gredter Tampa Chamber of
Commerce, chairing, its Port
Development Council for two
terms, and the Tampa Con-
vention Center Board. She was
also a member of the Universi-
ty of Tampa Board of Trustees
and the University of South
Florida Foundation Board.

Yet, her service in the
community continued long
after her retirement in 1999,
After handing over the reigns
of the business to her son Ar-
thur, Knight spent her time
volunteering at organizations
such as Meals on Wheels and
Tampa General Hospital.

“Family, the city of Tam-
pa, education and health-
care were very important to
her, and she believed in giv-
ing back to the city that was
so good to her,” said Arthur
Savage.

These contributions to the
community, as well as the
shipping industry, will not
soon be forgotten. Knight has
left behind her a legacy of
grace, compassion, elegance
- and above all, strength.
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