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			Preface

			Let’s start out right. This is an Easygoing Guide.

			• Easygoing means no sweat.

			• Easygoing means no foot calluses.

			• Easygoing means no overnight camping.

			• Easygoing means no long, arduous hikes.

			These trips are for fun, not exercise.

			• Their purpose is to stimulate the mind, not the muscles.

			• Appreciating nature does not require dirtying one’s hands. There are plenty of books for fanatic nature-lovers. This is for the more casual nature-lovers.

			This is not an encyclopedic listing of Florida’s nature places. To make this book, a site must meet the following qualifications:

			• It must be beautiful.

			• It must be easy to reach.

			• It must not require an inordinate amount of exertion to enjoy.

			• It must not cost a lot of money.

			Finding natural Florida is not easy, for we do not dwell in the real world. We have made our own reality. An air-conditioned building is not reality. A speeding automobile is not reality. Neat gardens and clipped lawns are not reality. Tanning lotion, sunglasses, and portable radios are not reality. These things were made by humans and will cease to exist when we vanish.

			Only nature is real, because only nature is permanent. Nonetheless, it’s probably the most under-appreciated element in the world. Yet it’s hiding just behind our false realities.

			So one day I made a list of all the natural sights I’d like to see in Florida. The list grew so long that I realized that, if I tried to see them all at once, I’d be doing little more than giving each merely a passing peek. I wanted more. So I divided Florida into northern, southern, and middle sections. In Volume One I concentrated on the southern portion. Now, in Volume Two, I explore the middle section.

			Within this area there are two distinct geographic units. One involves the drainage basin of the St. Johns River, with its springs and the huge Ocala National Forest, the other contains a varied landscape including the great Green Swamp, the beaches and salt marshes along the Gulf of Mexico, and the world of sinkholes and ravines from Gainesville to Palatka.

			My list made, I gathered my notes, started my car, and headed into nature’s mysteries.
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			Map. The Setting

		

	
		
			Easygoing Guide to 
Natural Florida

			Volume 2

			Central Florida

		

	
		
			Part One. 
The St. Johns Watershed

			Introduction

			When I began examining the natural attractions that I wanted to visit in central Florida, I quickly saw that nearly all were centered on water, whether they were rivers, springs, swamps, or even dry scrubs. The animals and plants specialized to suit their particular environment.

			There were actually two water systems involved. The most obvious is the surface water that we see in rivers and streams. In the eastern portion of central Florida almost all the surface water is part of the St. Johns River system. In the western portion it is the smaller Hillsborough and Withlacoochee River complexes.

			The other water system runs unseen below the surface. Yet it is the larger and more important of the two. This is the Floridan Aquifer, whose waters course through tunnels in the limestone bedrock that underlies most of the state. And, whereas the rivers flow largely north and south with the slope of the land, the Florida Aquifer flows mostly east or west down the underground geological arch that ranges along the state’s midsection. The Aquifer has two general areas: those of recharge and those of discharge. Recharge areas can contain deep sinkholes, like the Devil’s Millhopper that I descended near Gainesville. Discharge areas may contain springs, like the huge one at Crystal River where I took a boat tour to swim with the manatees.
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			Map. The Routes of Part One

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			1. 
Water Worlds

			Before me water was rushing from a circular opening about ten feet wide. Around the edges it formed a ring of white froth before cascading over small rocks into a pond surrounded by arrowroot, pickerelweed, and cattails. Beyond the pond was a virtually treeless prairie stretching almost as far as I could see. This was the Orlando Wetlands. I had reached it by traveling east on SR 50 from Orlando to CR 420, then north to Wheeler Road and east from there to the Orlando Wetlands Park.

			The Orlando Wetlands

			A total of forty million gallons a day gushes from this and the two other springs nearby. Forty million—if this were put in gallon jugs and placed in a row, it would extend for eight hundred miles! This liquid is wastewater that has been treated until the only pollutants that remain are dissolved nitrogen and phosphorus—not enough to harm humans, but sufficient to create algae blooms if sent down local rivers. It has been pumped all the way from Orlando, seventeen miles distant.

			I turned from the spring to look out over the wetland through which this water would pass as the chemicals were absorbed by the nutrient-loving plants. A couple of decades ago this was a cow pasture, and earlier, a scrubby forest similar to that on my left through which the Florida Trail runs. Orlando purchased the pasture after a government agency forbade the city to continue dumping its wastewater into a tributary of the Econlockhatchee River. The city then constructed eighteen miles of berms to form a series of cells through which the wastewater would be filtered before flowing into the St. Johns River a few miles east.
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			Before me forty million gallons of water daily streamed from this and two other circular openings.

			It was a risky and costly experiment, for the process had never been attempted on such large a scale. But after the Orlando Wetlands opened in 1987, to the relief of some and the surprise of many, it worked. As the first such large-scale park in the United States, it won numerous awards, including Outstanding Achievement from the Water Environmental Federation. It further set an example for other such parks around the country by combining water purification with a wildlife sanctuary open to the public at no charge.

			The Sky-watchers

			“Have you been out on the berms?” a tall, middle-aged man standing nearby asked me.

			“Not yet,” I answered.

			“Well, you’ll find plenty to interest you if you walk slowly and are observant.” He paused while he watched a big-winged bird circling at such a lofty height that it was not much more than a smudge against the sky. “That’s an eagle,” said his wife, who was peering through field glasses. She passed them to him, and, in a moment, he offered them to me. Accepting them, I could see the eagle riding high, like a spirit of the wind, not a mere bird. He barely moved his wings as he scanned the area for prey. Although he was almost lost in the blue, I knew he could see plenty, for eagles’ vision is many times more powerful than that of humans.

			As I passed the glasses back to the man beside me, he said, “This place has many moods. You should be here towards evening. Then the sky’s alive with birds flying in to roost: ibis, herons, egrets. Many prefer the far side of the marsh where there’s a group of trees that died when the area was turned into a wetlands. The park let them stand, for the birds love their leafless branches. I’ve seen so many ibis that these trees seem to be composed of just white fuzz.”
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			We chatted for a while like old friends, for there are no strangers among nature aficionados. Then I returned to my car and continued down Wheeler Road for about a mile to the Wetlands’ main entrance. At the park headquarters, I picked up a map and other information. I also learned that the park is open from sunrise to sunset seven days a week, except between October 1 and January 20, when the former owner has exclusive hunting rights.

			Out on the Berm

			With the map in hand, I set out on the berms. I had a choice of three main paths. One led west to the observation deck I had just visited. Another headed in the opposite direction for a quarter-mile to Lake Searcy, formed out of the excavation from which dirt was obtained to construct the berms. The third ran north to circle the Wading Bird Marsh and for that reason has been named the Birding Route. I took this path.

			Although the Birding Route is an easy hour’s walk, I intended to go only part way to allow time for dawdling. At first grasslands were on my left and clusters of cabbage palms were on my right. I stopped when I heard an eerie scream and saw a red-shouldered hawk. I had only my pocket binoculars, not the large (and heavy) field glasses of my sky-watching friends, but they brought him close enough to see the signature light bands across his tail. He was cruising not far above the cattails, alert for small snakes, crayfish, or careless lizards. I wondered if hawks have taste buds. If so, do they really consider raw snakes and lizards palate-pleasing?
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			The Orlando Wetlands was a virtually treeless prairie stretching almost as far as I could see.

			Why I Love Cattails

			Soon the hawk disappeared and I concentrated on the lush vegetation growing from humanity’s discarded nutrients. Much of it was cattails. “They weren’t part of the plan when we installed the initial two million aquatic plants,” a park official had told me earlier. “They just showed up. Now we’re glad they did, for they’re one of the best plants for our purposes. They often get a bad rap just because they’re so common.”

			I ran my binoculars over the cattails. I had never taken the time to look at them closely. They were actually quite impressive plants. Their leaves stood proud and upright, and their long, cylindrical seed spikes graced the area like brown torches. In the spring, when these spikes were green and tender, they could have been boiled and eaten like corn on the cob. The roots, too, could have been peeled and consumed either raw or boiled. They taste like potatoes—or so I once read. In the summer these spikes had flowered. Now they housed the tiny seeds—thousands of them—that would soon sail off with the wind.

			The Flying Island

			Back on the trail, in a few minutes I reached the Wading Bird Marsh, which at this time was mainly open water. Here the path branched to encircle the pond. Taking the left fork, I soon came to a dense gathering of coots: ducklike, blackish birds whose only attempt at color is the bright white marking on their beaks. They were so close together that they resembled a dark island. From them came a murmur of croaks, clicks, and cackles. When I approached too closely, the birds ran across the water in the most awkward takeoffs I’ve ever seen—for their big feet, so useful in paddling, were impediments in becoming airborne. At last they rose, but not high, and glided to the other side of the lake, where they began forming another island.
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			An Eagle, a Fish, and a Nearsighted Owl

			Then my attention was drawn to an eagle—probably the same one I had seen circling overhead earlier. As I watched, he descended in a steep trajectory toward the middle of the lake. When he was just inches above the surface, he slapped the water, grabbed a large fish, and soared off.
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			“Did you see that?” exclaimed a lady nearby. “Eagles are such magnificent birds! What a pleasure to witness that strike! Don’t you just get a thrill?” Her tone demanded agreement. She was a short, older woman whose gray-streaked hair frizzled out from her battered cap. Around her neck was a pair of huge field glasses that must have taken considerable effort to hold. But I had no doubt that the sturdy lady could manage them with no trouble.

			“Sorry,” I answered, “but I sympathize with the fish.”

			She looked at me in disbelief.

			“I just don’t feel comfortable with raptors like eagles or owls,” I added.

			Her gaze turned from disbelief to one that bordered on disgust. But she didn’t walk away. So I continued.

			“I was once almost clawed by an owl,” I said, as the memory of that night returned. “I was watching the moon rise when from the corner of one eye, I thought I saw a dark object light on the uppermost limb of a large sycamore tree nearby. Scrutinizing the limb, I was not sure if the lump was an owl or just a growth on the tree. I watched for a while, then, when it didn’t move, I returned to the moon. So I didn’t notice when the owl left the limb and glided silently toward me—its wings outstretched, its claws extended.” I paused to see if she was listening.

			“Well, what happened?” she asked.

			“At the last minute the owl must have seen that there was more to me than just a head that he could carry off, for he veered upwards and missed me by only a couple of feet. That was the first I even knew that I had been the object of an attack.”

			“An eagle wouldn’t have missed,” she said with vigor.

			I continued, unfazed. “An owl’s grasp is one of the strongest of any raptor. If he had hit my head, his claws would have pierced my scalp, sending pain shooting over me. Blood would have streamed into my eyes, blinding me. Then his beak would have struck me—rasping, gnawing, tearing.” I paused. “Ever since then, I’ve had more sympathy for the victims.”

			“An owl is a sad imitation of an eagle,” the lady snorted. “That’s why owls aren’t our national birds.”

			“I still feel for the fish,” I answered.

			She glared at me. Clearly there was a serious lack of mind-meeting. She stomped off with a staccato, almost machine gun pace that conveyed her frustration at my deficiency of nature appreciation.
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			Prior to being turned into a wetlands, this was a forest similar to that through which the nearby Florida Trail runs.

			More Precious Than Jewels

			After the lady left, I sat on the side of the berm and looked out over the lake. The sun was only a couple of hours above the horizon and its slanting beams caught the wispy trails of vapor rising from the water. It was an eerie feeling to witness evaporation at work. Before me was a feathery Niagara silently ascending into the blue—to return later as a downpour accompanied by lightning and thunder.

			I knelt beside the lake and cupped some water in my hand. It lay there quivering only slightly to the rhythm of my pulse. What an amazing substance, I thought. It is lifeless, yet it is the single most important substance of life. The human body is mostly water—even our brains are three-fourths liquid.

			Yet how careless we are of water. Each of us Floridians uses 176 gallons daily, half of which is dumped carelessly on our lawns, where it mixes with the fertilizer, then sinks into the sand to ultimately make its way into the aquifer.

			With that my thoughts turned to the Floridan Aquifer, that immense limestone platform that is honeycombed with dark tunnels through which fresh water courses. This vital aquifer that underlies most of Florida averages a thousand feet thick and holds an estimated quantity of water equal to that of the entire Great Lakes. It is composed of the limy remains of the animals that lived in an ancient ocean uncountable millions of years ago. The liquid it carries is mostly from rain, purified as it has percolated down through overlying soil and sand.

			Wetlands’ Future

			Although the Orlando Wetlands Park is an unquestioned success today, the accomplishments of the present are sometimes regarded as stark failures in the future. Thus, at the same time that Orlando is happily dispatching forty million gallons daily to feed a cattail marsh, the city is requesting an increase in withdrawals from the aquifer. Why not use the treated wastewater for local irrigation? Although that would involve the installation of an entirely new supplemental water system from that used for drinking purposes, it has been done quite successfully in many other communities and seems inevitable in Orlando. When this is accomplished, the pumps will go silent and the Wetland Park will slowly revert to the forest from which it sprang.

			Splatsville

			Leaving the park I returned to SR 50 and resumed driving east. On the right now was the Tosohatchee State Reserve, which extends east to the St. Johns River and then along it south for around fifteen miles to Lake Poinsett. On my left was the Seminole Ranch Wildlife Management Area, which also extends to the St. Johns, then north along both sides of the river for twelve miles to just above Puzzle Lake.

			All of this is protected public land. And this is fortunate because suburban sprawl is reaching out in this direction. Not only are plans being made for a major expressway that will parallel SR 50 between Orlando and Interstate 95, but there is serious talk of forming an entirely new city that would extend to the edge of the Tosohatchee Reserve and the Seminole Ranch. It would ultimately contain 300,000 persons and be larger than Orlando itself. It does not have a name yet, but one witty columnist suggested Splatsville. Even without Splatsville, it is predicted that by 2020 Orlando’s Orange County will be almost entirely developed except for lands like these that are off limits to builders.

			The St. Johns Valley

			As I continued east, the trees began thinning, for, although it wasn’t apparent, I was descending from the Penholoway Terrace, formed during the high Atlantic of the Glacial Age, to the Pamlico Terrace of a later period. There was only a very gradual drop of fifteen or so feet, but it was enough to alter the land from dry to wet. Soon the trees were replaced by the broad grasslands of the St. Johns Valley. Within this wet prairie the St. Johns River snakes through many channels that broaden or vanish at the whim of the rains. About three miles to the east was a fuzzy line of trees that marked the Atlantic Coastal Ridge, the valley’s far edge.

			A Silver Vista

			Partway across the valley I came to a turnoff where there were benches looking out on the riverscape. Stopping here to absorb the scenery, I leaned back on the bench and stretched my legs. The ruffled water lay before me, sparkling silver with hardly any current. Almost at my feet a flotilla of ducks glided past, leaving ripples that vanished even as I watched. Beyond were numerous islets, some with low grasses, some of just black mud. Most were alive with great egrets poking their long beaks into the shallow water. In the far distance several groups of cattle grazed on the lush, new grass. High overhead a turkey vulture made graceful circles in the sky.

			A small pleasure craft coasted past, a bulky man at the helm and a thinner man on a portable lawn chair on the deck. They were probably headed for Puzzle Lake, several miles downriver. When they got there, they’d unload their fishing gear and enjoy the rest of the day catching the big ones. As they reached the mainstream, they let the engine out. The boat exploded in a milky spray and disappeared into the misty sunshine.
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			A small pleasure craft coasted past me and headed up the St. Johns toward Puzzle Lake.

			Power Players

			As I sat there admiring the river, I thought of Splatsville and the local population pressures. It wasn’t only the land that was becoming stressed. Perhaps even more important were the demands on the water resources. Orlando’s Orange County has requested permission to withdraw up to eighty-nine million gallons a day from the aquifer—a sixty-five percent gradual increase over current withdrawals. When this is combined with the pumping requests from the rest of central Florida, the withdrawals would reach the aquifer’s absolute limit. Beyond that, springs and lakes would begin drying up and salt water from the Atlantic would start intruding into the aquifer.

			Florida officials have long been aware of the need for controls on water use, and a number of years ago divided the state into five water management districts (WMDs). Three of them have jurisdiction in separate parts of central Florida: the St. Johns River WMD, the Southwest Florida WMD (known as Swiftmud), and the South Florida WMD. Although the nine-member board of each is appointed by the governor and confirmed by the state senate, from then on it is independent. The WMDs have their own financial resources from their share of property taxes. They can even issue their own bonds. Thus they are pretty much free from state political interference and can therefore exercise powerful controls on water policies.

			The extent of this power was demonstrated recently when the three WMDs ruled that by 2013 central Florida would be allowed no further increases in aquifer withdrawals. Other sources of water must be found or further development of this region of 2.5 million inhabitants would stop.

			So what is going to happen? There is no indication that population pressures are going to diminish. Every ten days another nine thousand residents settle in Florida. So from where will more water come? The St. Johns River is seen as an important source. The thought of large water plants on the river is distressing, but they are probably on the way.

			Discovering the St. Johns River?

			But withdrawing large amounts of water from the St. Johns is not as easy as it sounds. Peninsular Florida needs water the most during the late winter and early spring. This is when the dry season descends on the state. During this period sometimes almost no rain falls for several months. Then wildfires can rage. Yet this is when the upper St. Johns dwindles, sometimes ceasing to flow altogether. And what water there is becomes unsuitable for drinking without considerable filtration and the addition of too many chemicals. On the other hand, during the summer rainy season when water floods into the river is when Floridians need extra sources of water the least.

			One plan is to withdraw water when the river is high and store it until needed in the porous rocks that underlie central Florida. This will be expensive, but there is little choice. Even now exploratory drilling is being done near SR 50 as well as half a dozen or so other locations close to the river for favorable sites that can hold up to five hundred million gallons each—an amount of water that would fill Orlando’s Citrus Bowl twice. Is this enough? Maybe not, for the citizens of and visitors to central Florida consume six hundred million gallons daily!

			Such are the plans to help meet the looming water crisis. But conservationists worry that constant population growth will require ever more withdrawals. Will it end with the river going dry?

			The Atlantic Ridge

			On the other side of the road from the turnoff was the site of Midway Airboat Rides, from where I had taken many pleasant excursions over the years. But it was closed and for sale. So I continued on SR 50 west across the St. Johns valley and up the Atlantic Ridge, which, although it was actually just a low hump, was sufficient to provide dry footing for pines and cabbage palms. It also provided dry footing on the south side for the Great Outdoors Golf and RV Resort. However, the land on the north has been kept out of developers’ hands as part of the St. Johns National Wildlife Refuge.

			An Interlude on the Indian River Lagoon

			Shortly I arrived at Interstate 95, upon which I headed north. In a few miles I reached SR 406, where I turned east. Proceeding through Titusville, I came to the Indian River Lagoon, marked by a trio of huge, new residential towers. Two blocks south was Veterans Memorial Park, a choice viewing area for space shuttle launches from the Kennedy Space Center on Merritt Island, across the water.

			From here I took the causeway that crosses the Indian River Lagoon, a 156-mile waterway between the mainland and a string of barrier islands. Early settlers sailing along it regarded it as a river. But now it is classified as a lagoon, for it has no source, no mouth, and almost no flow.

			Partway across the lagoon I came to an island with a marina, a boat ramp, and picnic tables overlooking the water. There was such a pleasing aspect to the scene that I pulled off the road and parked close to the lagoon. Just offshore was a small mudbank where several dozen seabirds were vying for space. They squawked and fluttered, but none seemed angry.
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			On a small mudbank in the Indian River Lagoon, several dozen sea birds squawked and fluttered.

			Then a young man on a surfboard towed by a rainbow-colored kite appeared. The wind was brisk and he whizzed past, actually leaving a bubbling wake. The birds were also watching him, thinking, I imagine, what will those crazy humans be doing next!

			Not Just Bubbles and Beauty

			It was an invigorating day. The air was flavored with a fresh, half-salty tang. All seemed fine in this nook of the universe. Yet despite the comfy scene, all is not just bubbles and beauty in the Indian River Lagoon. Much of the fresh water flowing into it is composed of runoffs from too heavily fertilized lawns or from septic tank seepage from many of the half million homes that border it. To cleanse itself the lagoon depends on Atlantic tides. But there are only five relatively narrow channels to the ocean, so the cleansing effect is woefully inadequate. A local expert noted that the lagoon is like a bathtub: “what goes in, stays in.” Because of pollution the lagoon has had disturbing examples of diseased dolphins. A few green turtles have had strange tumors and some clams have shown other puzzling abnormalities. At times the unpleasant odor of dying seagrasses permeates the air.

			The St. Johns River Water Management District, which supervises the lagoon’s northern portion, and the South Florida Water Management District, which supervises the southern portion, are trying to control the pollution. These efforts are aided by the fact that much of the lagoon has been classified by the state as an Aquatic Preserve, allowing it special status. Now the seagrasses, key indicators of water purity, seem to be coming back and there is somewhat shaky optimism that soon the waterway will be cleaned up.

			As the water quality has slowly improved, Orlando’s Orange County, as well as other nearby counties, in need of additional drinking water, have begun talking about putting desalinization plants on the lagoon. But the St. Johns Water Management District has ruled against this, fearing the plants’ salty discharges would repollute the lagoon. However Orlando and the surrounding the counties have influence in Tallahassee and they’ll undoubtedly be back.

			Merritt Island Black Point Nature Drive

			Once over the causeway, I passed a sign announcing entry into the Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge, part of an extensive nationwide refuge system dating back to the establishment of the first one in 1903 at the Indian River’s Pelican Island, sixty miles south of Titusville. The Merritt Island Refuge came into being when the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) agreed to lease out the northern part of its Cape Canaveral holdings for public use except just before and during shuttle launches and returns—a policy still in effect.

			The road led past a salt marsh where extensive stretches of mangroves alternated with open water. Soon the road split. CR 402 on the right would lead in two miles to the refuge headquarters, featuring a museum and engaging little nature walk. Farther on this road would offer distant views of the launch area and in another seven miles end at Playalinda Beach on the Atlantic. However, I kept on CR 406 and quickly arrived at Black Point Drive, well-known among naturalists as offering some of Florida’s premier bird-viewing between late October and the end of March. Between these dates up to one hundred thousand birds, representing three hundred species, may spend some time in the refuge.

			Black Point Drive

			Black Point Drive is a narrow, hard-packed sand and shell road with underlying steel mesh reinforcements. The roadbed is atop some of the dikes built in the 1950s as part of a mosquito control program. The drive is one-way and runs for six miles. There is no charge, but there is a place for voluntary contributions at the entry, where there is also a box with an excellent handout describing points of interest at each of twelve stops along the way.

			Egret Heaven

			I had hardly entered the refuge than I encountered a vast congregation of egrets. Other persons had spotted them, too, for several cars were parked at the side of the road and nearly everyone was taking photos. There was an element of haste in their actions, for birds are unpredictable and once a flock is startled it will quickly become just a flutter of retreating wings.
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			I had hardly entered the Merritt Island Refuge when I encountered a vast congregation of egrets.

			Among the egrets was a single roseate spoonbill. He was bedecked in resplendent pink, which caused him to stand out starkly from the pure white egrets. I wondered if he knew he was different. I was reminded of how, when I lived near Chicago, a green parakeet that had escaped from someone’s cage hung out at my bird feeder all winter with the house sparrows. The sparrows were the same size as the parakeet, but mostly brownish-gray. They knew he was an oddball, but how could he have realized it, as birds have no mirrors? The poor little guy must have felt tremendous rejection at mating time.

			I came on another odd pairing a little farther down the road. Here an ibis was perched at the top of a cedar with a snowy egret sitting a few feet away. The egret’s eyes were glued on the ibis, and when he flew off, the egret followed. As the ibis landed in a shallow mudflat pond, the egret plunked down beside him. I looked on as the two unrelated birds moved about the pond almost in lock step. The ibis was busy poking in the mud for small crustaceans, but the snowy egret kept his eyes alternating between the ibis and his surroundings. The theory is that the egret warns the ibis when danger approaches and the ibis, in return, does not object when the egret shares his meal. Although that’s the theory, I had to leave before I could witness just how willingly the ibis donated part of his catch to his pushy companion.
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			I looked on as the ibis and the snowy egret moved about the pond almost in lock step.

			Nearby I came upon a flock of great egrets strutting about a marsh pond. Great egrets are far larger and more independent than their snowy cousins. They seemed to be quite contented keeping their own society and catching their own food.
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			Along the Dike Road

			Black Point Drive was paralleled by the narrow canal from which the road material had come. Soon I reached a segment of the canal that was lined with a tangle of wax myrtle bushes. On them were so many snowy egrets that the bushes resembled a pile of white feathers. Although the birds seemed fully occupied with territorial squabbles, when I got out of my car to take a photo, they took off down the canal. It was then I concluded that, if I wanted photos, I could do better from my car window. Apparently other drivers had come to the same conclusion, for about then an open, red convertible cruised past with a showy blonde on the passenger side merrily snapping photos from forwards, sideways, and even backwards—a satisfied grin on her face.
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			I came upon a large flock of great egrets.

			There were a goodly number of cars out on this fine, midwinter morning. So many were from out of state that I felt almost like a foreigner with my Florida license plate. The red convertible had been from Ohio. Several cars were from Ontario. One was even from California. Such is the fame of Black Point Drive.

			I parked at Stop 2. Here the sandy road curved between a pair of cedars. With the canal on one side and a broad wetland on the other, it was one of my favorite vistas.

			I walked over to the marsh side, where the open water was studded with miniature hummock islands. On one a heron gazed over the marsh like a potentate surveying his domain. He seemed to be enjoying his solitary grandeur. And that reminded me that I had seen other individual birds perched on their own islets or on the highest tree limbs. Did these birds regard themselves as different from the rest? Superior, maybe?

			Stop 4 was listed in the park’s booklet as relating to water level management. One would like to think that the wetland was a natural area run by Mother Nature. Indeed, Mother Nature had intended it to be that way ever since she created it from drifting sand caught by a geological formation called the Cross-Peninsular Divide. But, with the erection of the dikes and the formation of the various cells between them, mankind took over. Park officials decided to create as many mini-environments as possible. To do this various cells were assigned different water levels—high water for diving ducks, lower water for wading birds, mudflats for shorebirds, and grasslands for songbirds. The water levels were controlled by the insertion of wooden panels into the dikes’ control gates, which can be raised or lowered. I examined one of these gates at Stop 4.

			The Thrilling World of Mud

			Next I came to Stop 5, which was at a cell that had been reconnected to the Indian River Lagoon. This allowed the water level to fluctuate with the lagoon’s natural cycles. At this time the water was low and extensive mudflats had developed. I walked over to one. It didn’t look like much at first, but the longer I observed the mud, the more it took on a strange appeal.

			It had a coppery hue, not like the black, gooey stuff I was accustomed to. And it wasn’t just a featureless, flat surface, for I could see innumerable dips and dimples. In places there were small puddles and connecting channelettes along which water trickled. I also discovered delicate grooves left by worms and glistening slime trails left by snails. Looking even more closely, I discerned miniature holes that were probably the burrows of clams or crabs.

			Although there were no birds here now, there had been plenty earlier, for their footprints were everywhere. I followed one set with my eyes. I could see the deep indentation where the bird landed and his irregular hip-hops as he had hunted for food. And there was the place where he stopped and turned and probed into the mud for his breakfast. He must have gotten his prize, for his tracks ended there, indicating that he had taken flight.

			Bickering and Biking

			I could have spent longer observing this ten-by-ten-foot mud museum, but time pressed, so I returned to my car and in a few moments arrived at Stop 9, where a cute Fiat from Minnesota took the parking space I was headed for. The driver smiled and shrugged, and I smiled back. No harm, for there were plenty more spots. I parked next to a car from Kentucky as a young couple was just getting out. We recognized each other, for we had played leapfrog along Black Point. They were athletic looking, trim, and fit. Lifting trail bikes down from the car roof, they quickly mounted. “We’ve ridden half the pathways in the eastern U.S.,” the man told me, “but never this one. It’s only five miles, but we’re going to make some stops along the way.”

			The young woman laughed. “Peter says the stops are for photos, but it’s really to let him get his breath. He has a hard time keeping up with me.”

			“Oh yeah?” Peter retorted. “Let’s go!”

			With that they sped off down the trail named in honor of Allan Cruickshank, a skilled photographer associated with the National Audubon Society who was instrumental in creating the wildlife refuge.

			Sand Path Wonders

			Although I’m sure the Cruickshank Trail would have been a rewarding hike, I did not find five miles overly alluring. Instead, I took the short path that led toward an observation tower that offered rewarding views with just the exertion of climbing a single flight of stairs. The path itself was interesting. On the left side was a shallow mini-lake over which a couple of ducks paddled lazily. On the other side was a long vista of mangroves. Closer was the channel from which the material for the path had been scooped. The path’s surface was composed of sand and seashells. Although the shells were broken or chipped, some had colors and fragments of designs as pretty as those on treasured Indian pottery.

			While kneeling down to examine the shells, I noticed a large ant hustling along the path. There were no other ants around and I could see no nest. Questions played in my mind. Where did he come from and how long had he been walking? Where was he going with such hustle? Could it be he lost? Do ants actually get lost? Where would he go when night fell? Was there anyone in the nest who would miss him if he didn’t return?

			Along each side of the path was a low curb of limestone rocks. Up close, with the sun illuminating them, they held fascinating landscapes of their own. There were bright cliffs, mysterious, shadowy canyons, and sun-seared plains as stark as any in Arizona. There were colors, too—brilliant whites and streaks of iron oxide in maroon, rust, and crimson. Some rocks had the fossilized shells of critters that had lived in an ocean that vanished long before the first humanoids had emerged from African jungles.

			Grass vs. Mangroves

			Immersed in my observations, I was surprised when I found myself at the foot of the observation platform. At the top I gazed over a limitless green landscape. Somewhere out there Peter and his competitive sidekick were biking in mad haste. Did they take a few moments to appreciate the broken seashells or the wandering ants or the chipped limestone rocks?

			[image: ]

			The observation tower provided an inspiring vista of birds and beauty.

			I was standing at the same place from where I had taken a photo six years earlier. I had carried the old photo with me specifically to compare the view now with the view then. The mosaic of islands and channels was identical, and the same trees dotted the horizon. But, to my surprise, my old photo showed a grassy prairie, whereas now the grass had been completely replaced by a dense matting of young mangroves.

			What had caused this abrupt change? Perhaps the grass had only temporarily replaced earlier mangroves that had died during one of the periodic freezes or hurricanes. If such were the case, these mangroves would be wiped out by the next catastrophe sometime soon and once more replaced by grass—which, in its turn, would gradually be replaced by mangroves. The scene before me may, in fact, be part of an almost endless mangroves-to-grass-to-mangroves cycle that will continue until the rising sea causes both grasses and mangroves to be superseded by an entirely new, ocean-oriented ecosystem.

			[image: ]

			The Sound of Silence

			Standing alone on the lookout, I watched cloud shadows drift over the mangroves. The shadows were like mysterious universes existing beside ours, but not part of it. I listened intently, for it seemed impossible that things so large could pass over the mangroves without at least rustling their leaves. But there was nothing. Utter silence. Then I realized that the silence did not end here, but was everywhere. It not only hovered over the mangroves, but emanated from the cloud-puffs above. Such silence! It was not the dead silence of a padded room, but the exhilarating silence of limitless space. I loved this silence. It made my soul expand.

			Too soon I heard the crunch of shoes on shells and the shouts of children. The silence vanished like a popped balloon.

			In my car once more, I continued along Black Point Drive. Soon I passed a broad tidal marsh where the grass seemed to grow right over the horizon. At Stop 10 there was a row of cedars. Despite their twisted trunks and grotesque shapes, I found them to be among the most appealing plants in the park. Driving on, I followed a broad canal in which coots pecked at unseen quarries. On higher land were a few pines, atop the loftiest of which sat a great egret as motionless as an alabaster carving.

			Then the road straightened out and became paved. The magic was over. In a mile I was back on CR 406.

			The St. Johns Valley Once More

			Returning to Titusville, I took I-95 three miles north to SR 46, then headed west. I quickly left the Atlantic Ridge and reentered the St. Johns wetlands. Most of this was protected land, with the Seminole Ranch Conservation Area on my left and the Buck Lake Conservation Area on my right. Although there were a few parking areas, just off the road, as well as several signs for the Great Florida Birding Trail, this was primarily primitive country frequented mostly by hunters during the season and at other times by a scattering of rugged campers who enjoy the wilderness complete with its humidity and mosquitoes. On the few uplands there were tall trees where it is said eagles hang out, although they seemed to be avoiding me.

			I passed Turpentine Road, a reminder that this area had once been dense with towering pines that were tapped for their sap from which bitter-smelling turpentine was distilled. The turpentine was used in soaps, paint, adhesives, polishes, and many other products. Now all that remains of the rough distilling camps is Turpentine Road, which runs south to nowhere.

			A segment of the land along SR 46 is included in the Farmton spread: fifty-seven thousand choice acres stretching north for about twenty miles, owned by a Chicago business group. There has been considerable speculation of a possible mega-development or even a major theme park going up here. On the other hand, there is also talk that the owners might adopt the state’s Rural Land Stewardship program, whereby in return for each acre that the company is allowed to develop at a greater density than normally permitted, three or more acres would remain in a wild condition.

			Even so, this would allow enough building space for a city of well over fifty thousand persons, along with shops, restaurants, and possibly a university. What lies ahead is up for grabs.

			Jolly Gator Fish Camp

			Just west of Farmton I came to the St. Johns River, where a short road north led to the S. Lee Seminole County Park, a favorite airboaters’ launching site. I drove past several of these unusual contraptions that are part flat-bottom boat, part displaced airplane, and part land sled. I paused before one as the operator began revving up. The gale from the boat’s airplane propeller sent great globs of sand, dirt, and grass swirling about me. The airboat slid across the grass and down a sandy ramp into the river.

			My purpose in coming here was to enjoy lunch and an airboat ride at the Jolly Gator Fish Camp, which I found on a low rise overlooking the river. I had arrived during Bike Week at Daytona, an easy hour’s rumble northeast, and motorcycles were jammed around the parking area at random angles. The fish camp consisted mainly of a raggedy, single-story building apparently dating from the 1950s. Inside was a restaurant-bar.

			Upon entering, I was greeted by a brassy din from an ancient jukebox box that seemed to know only country tunes. Brawny bikers clustered about the two bars. From the ceiling hung a large plastic fish with ads for Miller High Life on its dusty sides. In one corner a three-foot-tall stuffed gator held a fishing rod in one hand and a can of Budweiser (empty, I presume) in the other. A sign on a wall read, “I hope my ship comes in before the dock rots”—quite apropos, since the camp’s own dilapidated dock was in a state of active decay. Another sign proclaimed, “I’ve gone fishing, be back after the deer season.” Between the signs were cheap decorations of crabs, fish nets, and fishing rods. The windows were speckled with faded seabird decals. All in all the joint was a delightful relic.

			The bikers’ presence had been the occasion for a great pig roast the night before and today the savory leftover pork was featured in a buffet complete with baked beans and garlic bread. Although I found the bikers to be a friendly and good-natured bunch, I had to admit that their clamor, mingled with the jukebox’s blare, forced me to carry my lunch out to the relative quiet of the outdoor patio. Here I had only the gritty gale from the airboats to contend with. Nonetheless, the lunch was enjoyable and I’ll be back—but maybe not during Bike Week.

			[image: ]

			I carried my lunch to the relative quiet of the outdoor patio.

			Airboating on the St. Johns River

			After lunch, I walked down to where the Jolly Gator’s airboat rested near the foot of a launch ramp. It seated nine persons in three tiers, with the captain on a raised area back by the propeller, which was enclosed in a wire cage. After collecting a modest fee from each person for the half-hour trip, the captain gave us ear muffs. Then we nosed into the mainstream and proceeded slowly upriver. As we passed under SR 46, I noticed the bridge gauge indicated clearance of twenty-seven feet. The gauge topped out at nineteen feet, so the river was low today. “At flood times,” said the captain, “the river can rise more than twenty feet. I’ve known the bridge clearance to be almost too small for an airboat to navigate.”

			As the boat passed beneath the bridge, the captain said, “Now protect your ears, we’re going to do some moving.” With that the propeller churned up a deafening din. The boat shot forward and a blast of air hit me in the face, leaving my sunglasses at a rakish angle. A young woman behind me shouted, “Go faster! I love it!”

			As we sped along, I noticed a series of fence posts close to the shore. Although the barbed wire that must have connected them was gone, they recalled the days when private ranches extended along the river to take advantage of the grassy meadows that sprang up when the water was low. Now most of the land in this section is state and federally protected, although in places cattle are still allowed.

			Soon we entered a portion of the river that was only several inches deep, and I could clearly see the sand and mud at the bottom. The boat rode like a farm wagon: bump, bump, bump. Mud islands were everywhere. Some were bare, some had grass, and some were covered with cattails. Whatever their condition, it didn’t matter, for the airboat shot right over them as if they didn’t exist. Each island was liberally sprinkled with little shells that glittered brightly. All these islands will vanish when the river rises with the summer rains.

			Birds were active on many islands. Most were tiny creatures with no distinctive coloring. As we thundered toward them, they darted out before us, then circled back to set down where they had been before and resume their activities with a nonchalance that surprised me.

			On one island we passed a bald eagle standing serenely, even regally, amid the grass. He paid us hardly any attention, for he obviously considered our noisy machine a negligible and temporary intrusion into his grassy empire.

			Alligators

			Although the eagle was a thrill for the passengers, who were mostly from the north, what they really wanted to see were alligators. They were not difficult to find, even though about all we could discern above the water were their noses and eyes. We coasted up to a six-foot gator on an island fringe where he was somewhat more exposed than the others. We got to within a few feet of him before he slid off and disappeared into deeper water. Nonetheless, we could see his progress by the fish leaping into the air before him. “They’re so panicked,” the captain said, “that sometimes they jump right into the boat.”

			[image: ]

			Once out on the St. Johns River, we coasted up to a six-foot alligator.

			“Do gators attack people?” one man asked.

			“Not very often,” the captain answered, “because we adults are too large and too bony. So are cattle. They prefer small animals, like raccoons and doggies. But every so often one snaps up a human toddler. A lot of persons say there are too many gators in Florida and I can’t disagree. One estimate puts them at well over a million.”
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			“Can you hunt them?” the passenger continued.

			“Yeah, we have a hunting season in the fall. But it’s only for a few months and the license costs a Floridian several hundred dollars—non-residents over a thousand dollars. And, if you’re not experienced, you should hire a guide, who will charge up to twenty-five hundred dollars. So, it’s expensive. And your limit is just two, unless you buy more than one license. Only around two thousand hunters took out licenses last year. But for those guys who like violence and danger, it was more than worth every penny.”

			“What’s it like?” a heavyset man in the rear asked.

			“Well, you go out at night, that’s when most gators are active. You can spot them by red glow of their eyes when you flash a light in their direction. You move up on him slowly in your boat. The law says the only way to kill a gator is with a bang stick, which is a polelike contraption that fires a bullet into the gator’s brain when pushed against his head. That means you have to be just about face-to-face with him. That’s scary in itself.

			“But sometimes your bullet goes awry and you’re left with a wounded gator attacking your boat. It can be really scary, because you’re out in the darkness with a violent gator trying to rip your boat apart. Some guys call gator hunting the most exciting sport they’ve ever done—better than safaris in Africa.”

			A Sky Full of Wings

			Then he turned the airboat back downstream. “But why talk about gators?” he said. “The really big thrill at this time of year is the white pelicans. I estimate we have almost ten thousand here this winter. But they’ll be taking off for the north in a few weeks. I’m going to go slowly and try not to frighten them so you can get some good pictures. Have your cameras ready, for they’re very skittish.”

			We moved slowly toward a section of the river that was so wide that I could hardly see the shore. After while the captain pointed toward a smudge of the purist white in the distance. Closer and closer we moved. But a rumbling airboat is hardly built for stealth, and when we were still some distance away, the birds heard us. Thereupon they began rising in a massive line of fluttering white that must have extended for a hundred yards. Although I had my camera out, I thought we’d be able to approach much closer. I realized this called for my zoom lens, but I wasn’t sure I had time to adjust it, what with the birds already on the wing. Yet if I didn’t use the zoom, I’d be too far away for a distinct shot. It was one of those agonizing moments.

			[image: ]

			Suddenly the white pelicans rose in a massive line that must have extended for a hundred yards.

		

OEBPS/image/WHTIBIS.png





OEBPS/image/15.jpg





OEBPS/image/Pnapl_logo.png





OEBPS/image/EAGLEHD.png





OEBPS/image/16.jpg





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/10.jpg
L






OEBPS/image/19B.jpg
N N

S e S S i






OEBPS/image/9781561643745_FChigh.jpg
N/ TRy
. E /

\

tley

"ﬁougiﬁs "V'lai






OEBPS/image/11a.jpg





OEBPS/image/COOT2.png





OEBPS/image/13.jpg





OEBPS/image/MAP2.jpg
Part One
The St. Johns
Watershed

Rodman
Reservoir

Sp""LgSk A Atlantic
ake
sil & R \ Ocean
Slp‘;ier\rgs < JumperSp;fn%zs A\
e " RECleamZﬂa Daytona:
& "=l @) i Beach @\
cala ' \
BR 7’@ National
5. @ Forest
&
0 " Moss
% Bluff

Emeralda

Marsh® %
Lake' R
M i Rodk/[FarK »lfgproe A
3 Springsiyeers 7ers w o s
jake \me Dora P Satet indian
o Reserv; i . iver

Wekiwa

Springs

Clermont @

Lake Louisd
State Park






OEBPS/image/19a.jpg





OEBPS/image/ALLIGTO2.png





OEBPS/image/18.jpg





OEBPS/image/11B.jpg





OEBPS/image/SNWYEGRT.png





OEBPS/image/12.jpg





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/14.jpg





OEBPS/image/Map1.jpg
The Setting
'

4

\ Part One

The
\ St. Johns
@ Dissglving \"Vatel‘shed

Land Palatka > .
Gainesville ® o

\

\

Atlantic
The River (5 ' \ Ocean
Nature's  andthe Rivers, \

Coast et O Big sbiings,

Scrub end A
© Manatees™"

Th
(6) Loig @

Vall
Part Two, o
@ Wonderful

) .
The Domain N e
rlando o

of Swiftmud D

@ Swamps, Worlds

Swamps, Rivers,
Rivers, @ Beaches
| Beaches

7 ampel @

st. m@ J

Gulf of
Mexico






OEBPS/image/17.jpg





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/Zapfino.ttf


OEBPS/image/MANGRV1.png





