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   I have better thoughts of those alligators now that I have seen them at home. Honorable representatives of the great saurians of an older creation, may you long enjoy your lilies and rushes.




  —John Muir, 1867




  The alligator is just too old for us to lose. He is older than the land he lives on—he has molded the lay of that land, has shaped the look of its ponds and marshes, and even the forms and senses of the creatures he has lived with there. Saved in natural balance with a few un-ruined bits of the old landscape, the alligator is a relic of immeasurable value, a world treasure in our charge.




  —Archie Carr, 1994


  







 

  
Introduction





During his 1774 visit to the southern United States, the naturalist William Bartram likened alligators to Europe’s mythical dragons, making the case for a real-life American dragon. Was this hyperbole? As is often the case with the American alligator, myth is not far from reality. A bellowing bull alligator, or several bellowing almost simultaneously, conjures up images similar to Bartram’s. As their tails and heads arch forth from the water, a deep rumble emerges from their bellies and throats. Their bodies shake, causing the water around them to sprinkle down in a kind of water dance. Water vapor pours out of their mouths, giving the appearance of smoke. The bigger the gator, the louder the rumble and roar. An American dragon indeed!




  Clouds of smoke issue from his dilated nostrils. The earth trembles with his thunder... The floods of water and blood rushing out of their mouths, and the clouds of vapor rising from their wide nostrils, were truly frightful.




  —William Bartram, 1774





  People have long been fascinated by the American alligator, perhaps because the species has outlived the dinosaurs. Some even think of it as a living dinosaur, having survived and thrived for more than eighty million years. It is the king of the wetland; the monster of lake and river. And since humans arrived on the continent more than fifteen thousand years ago, the American alligator has been feared and revered, celebrated and scorned, and often hunted for food and hide.
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  For centuries, Europe’s Old World countries used the alligator as an allegorical symbol of the New World—wild, mysterious, and savage. Once tourism began to take hold in the southern United States as a real industry, especially in Florida, the alligator continued to take on an iconic and even mythical status. Everyone wanted to see one, and perhaps hunt one or ten. “One of the most picturesque features of Florida has always been that uncouth and fierce-looking reptile called the alligator,” wrote Nevin O. Winter in 1918. “Everybody who comes down here to the peninsula has an ambition to see one in the wild.”




  Alligator attractions and guide businesses opened up. Seminole Indians began to wrestle alligators for show. Alligator souvenirs and mascots emerged, and these items often took what people feared—a sharp-toothed predator—and made it into something cute and cuddly. What began as alligator motifs carved onto walking canes and pipes evolved into playful ceramics, postcards, soft plush toys, and costumed alligator mascots.




    
[image: An 1837 print of a woman attacking an alligator in Davy Crockett’s Almanack of Wild Sports in the West, Life in the Backwoods. Library of Congress]
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  Alligator-themed songs were recorded and released, including “See You Later Alligator” by Bill Haley and His Comets. Hollywood joined in by creating alligator-themed entertainment such as B movies like The Alligator People, in which a medical experiment yields a serious side effect—a man turns into an alligator! (Not surprisingly, the movie was the bottom end of a double billing with The Return of the Fly.) Each subsequent generation produced its share of alligator science-fiction and thriller movies, followed by popular reality television shows such as Gator Boys andSwamp People.




  Alligators were also reportedly kept in the White House under two presidencies. And perhaps the most unusual alligator story was about a monster gator that helped nab
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       An “alligator lovers” postcard, postmarked 1912.
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  ruthless crime matriarch Ma Barker and her gangster son Fred when they were hiding out along Florida’s Lake Weir.






  America’s Alligator examines the colorful and sometimes conflicted relationship our species has had with Alligator mississippiensis. We’ll explore the country’s rich alligator mythology and how it inspired various forms of art, stories, photography, tourism, and even humor.
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  MYTHICAL GATEKEEPERS


  IMAGINE PASSING between carved alligators adorning the great wooden pillars of the Tuckabatchee Muscogee Creek ceremonial grounds of Alabama in June 1790. The winding Tallapoosa River shines under the vast Milky Way as a throng of people gather for the alligator dance. Bright firelight shines on eager faces. Men and women pair up as an elder begins a syllabic chant.




  It is the last night of the Green Corn Ceremony and a four-day fast is nearing an end. The people of Tuckabatchee are celebrating the coming new year, a time when the corn is ripening and they can once again eat this staple in its many forms. There is laughter as the chant quickens and the elder vigorously shakes a gourd rattle. Each couple spins together, arm in arm, mimicking the rolling of alligators feeding or in combat.




  Evidence shows that alligators were respected and revered among the South’s Native people for millennia. Huge earthen mounds in the shape of alligators were reported along the Gulf Coast, perhaps the largest being six hundred feet long in the southeast corner of Grand Lake, Louisiana. Other mounds yielded numerous alligator remains, the likely result of discarded bones and scutes from meals, but a burial mound near Sarasota, Florida, yielded a ceremonially interred alligator with grave goods, perhaps to ensure safe passage to the afterlife. Some early accounts observed that Native Americans in Louisiana wore alligator tooth necklaces because they believed they had healing powers. On a more practical level, Atakapa and Karankawa Indians in coastal Texas smeared their bodies with alligator fat rendered from cooking to repel mosquitoes.




  According to famous Smithsonian anthropologist John R. Swanton, the front pillars of the ceremonial grounds of Tuckabatchee—a mother town of the Muscogee Creek Confederacy along Alabama’s Tallapoosa River—were carved to look like alligators, and a tribal member showed him a stone Tuckabatchee pipe carved in the shape of an alligator. For some Native people such as the Tuckabatchee Creeks, mythical alligators guarded the gateway between the physical and spiritual worlds.




  “It is said that in the beginning there were two great alligators, one red, one blue,” said the late Bill Day of Louisiana’s Tunica-Biloxi Tribe. “They moved aside and allowed the Tunica to pass through into this world. There is red mud here and a blue mud, so who knows? In every myth there is an ounce of truth.”




  A prominent historic clan of the Creek and Seminole Indians was the alligator—or halpatulgi, the word for a group of alligators in the Muscogee language—clan. The clan unit was the basic unit of Indian culture, and most Muscogee clans were named after different animals such as bear, otter, wolf, and panther. A visiting member of the alligator clan, for example, was always extended hospitality by other alligator clan members whether known to them or not since they shared the same ancestral clan lineage and were often called familial names such as “brother” and “sister” or “grandmother” and “grandfather,” depending on the person’s age. Likewise, if a perceived wrong or injury was inflicted upon a clan member, other members of the clan were required to retaliate and enact an “eye for an eye” type of vengeance. Crimes short of murder could only be forgiven during the annual summer Green Corn Ceremony if the perpetrator managed to escape retaliation up to that point.




  Clan lineage was passed through the mother to her children, and it was taboo to marry someone in your own clan, as they were considered close kin. Earlier tribes likely had alligator clans as well, as evidenced by a Calusa wood carving of an alligator head found on Marco Island in 1896. Early Native Americans wore and traded necklaces made from alligator teeth, perhaps to invoke the power of these great reptiles. Did they also do an alligator dance like the Seminoles and early Creeks?
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  The Seminole alligator dance is considered the most important of the social dances, according to Panther, otherwise known as Josie Billie, a respected Seminole spiritual leader. “A long time ago, all the animals talked like people,” said Panther, interviewed by American anthropologist and ethnographer Frances Densmore in the early 1930s. “The alligators made up this dance at that time. There is an old story that when the people all die maybe the animals will come back again as they were before, talking like people.”




  Still performed at traditional Florida Seminole ceremonial grounds at night, usually at the June Green Corn gathering, the alligator dance is sung by a man shaking a coconut shell rattle while leading men and women around a sacred fire. Densmore writes, “As they walk, he sings a song without shaking the rattle, then there is a change in the music and the motion. The leader shakes his rattle, the people shout ho ho ho in rhythm and each couple dances along, holding hands. Each couple ‘dances round and round’ until a signal is given, then they walk forward as before, the leader singing without shaking the rattle.” The twirling of the dancers is believed to mimic how alligators roll when they catch a prey animal or when they are in combat with another alligator.




  The Caddo Indian Nation of Oklahoma, a confederation of several southeastern tribes, also performs a wide array of social dances, including the alligator dance. Interestingly, Iroquois tribes that are far outside the alligator’s native range, living in the northeastern United States, also perform a social alligator dance. The dance was likely given to them by southeastern peoples, perhaps when Shawnee leader Tecumseh was trying to unite all of the eastern tribes against encroaching white settlers in the early 1800s.




  The Southeast Indian wars of the 1800s split many Indian nations, and the bulk of Native populations were sent to present-day Oklahoma. Alligator Warrior, born in the Seminole village of Alligator in north-central Florida, was one of the most fearless Seminole war leaders during the Second Seminole War. He fought with Osceola and other Seminole leaders in several major battles before surrendering to General Thomas S. Jesup in 1838 and was sent to Seminole land in Arkansas Indian Territory. American settlers created a settlement called Alligator Town adjacent to Alligator Warrior’s childhood Florida village of Alligator. It was renamed Lake City by the Florida Legislature in 1859 because, according to the town website, the mayor’s wife refused to hang her lace curtains in a town named Alligator. In 1995, Lake City community leaders started the annual Alligator Warrior Festival, which is now held at O’Leno State Park every third weekend in October.




  For the Native people who were moved to western Arkansas and eastern Oklahoma, certain customs and traditions began to change. “The indigenous people of North America are a natural people and share a relationship with all of nature,” said Ted Underwood, cultural programs coordinator for the Seminole Nation Museum in Wewoka, Oklahoma.




  This is maintained with the surroundings and environment they live in. Unfortunately, there are no alligators in Oklahoma and with the fading of the culture giving way to the modern lifestyle we are struggling with the modern generations of our tribal people. The tribal name for alligator is pronounced Hulbutta [spelling may vary]. We have a few families named Hulbutta here in Oklahoma. One of our distinctive cultural traits is our clans, which is still strong for identifying one’s heritage and place in tribal society. There are no alligator dances preformed here although we have shared in the dances of the Absentee Shawnees at times who still have theirs. Ironically, we have no wild buffalo any more, but we still perform our buffalo dance during the annual green corn ceremonies.





  Underwood added that Seminole patchwork designs sewn into traditional clothing such as dresses, shirts, and jackets are mostly clan symbols as well as designs that represent cultural icons such as “the everlasting fire.” “There are in fact alligator designs such as alligator tracks and alligator eyes and such,” he said. “This allows members familiar with the culture to know what a person’s clan is without knowing the person. Plus, clan members are all related without being from the same family, so they are naturally drawn to one another once they know a person’s clan affiliation.”




  Alligators are portrayed in various ways in southeastern Native American folklore. In some stories, they are outwitted and taught lessons by a clever rabbit, similar to Brer Rabbit. Some believed evil sorcerers sent alligator spirits to attack people, while others believed that alligator spirits, or totems, could bestow hunting powers to those who respect them.




  All of the South’s Native people likely hunted the alligator for food, as depicted by sixteenth-century artist Jacques le Moyne. In one illustration, he shows a group of Timucuan warriors thrusting a section of tree trunk into a monstrous alligator’s mouth on land, a type of log-ramming technique. Another drawing shows an alligator and other animals being roasted over a fire. “They put up, near a river, a little hut full of cracks and holes, and in this they station a watchman, so that he can see the crocodiles [alligators],” le Moyne wrote in 1591.




  [image: A circa 1591 Theodor de Bry engraving after Jacques le Moyne de Morgues’s watercolor of Timucuan Indians killing an alligator on land. State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory]
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  The watchman calls the rest of the watch, who are in readiness; and taking a portion, ten or twelve feet long, of the trunk of a tree, they go out to find the monster, who is crawling along with his mouth wide open . . . and with the greatest quickness they push the pole, small end first, as deep as possible down his throat, so that the roughness and irregularity of the bark may hold it from being got out again. Then they turn the crocodile [alligator] over on his back, and with clubs and arrows pound and pierce his belly, which is softer.





  In the latter part of the 1800s, South Florida’s Seminole Indians began to hunt the alligator for more than food, much like they had done deer for their skins decades earlier. Alligator hides were a major trade item to be used to obtain items such as iron pots, guns, ammunition, flour, sugar, and coffee.




  Writing for The Cosmopolitan magazine in 1892, author Kirk Munroe penned a thrilling account of accompanying two Seminole alligator hunters in the Everglades for several days during a time when hunting by torchlight was legal:






   Darkness had hardly well set in before muttered bellowings began to sound from the stream, both above and below our camp, as well as from the cypress swamp beyond. They were in close imitation of the sounds made by an enraged bull; but I knew that they proceeded from the leathern throats of the very alligators we had come so far to find, for I had learned that lesson some time before. It was given me by a “cracker” with whom I was traveling when I first heard the sound. In my ignorance I remarked that an angry bull was somewhere near us, and expressed surprise, as we were not in a cattle country. At this my companion burst into a loud guffaw, and increased my stock of knowledge by explaining that:
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