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Preface to the New Edition


This second edition of The Young Naturalist’s Guide to Florida is newly designed to make it more kid-friendly. But that’s not all. A lot of things have happened to the nature of Florida in the past fifteen years. Many numbers have been brought up to date in this new edition–the numbers of exotic species, of endangered species, even new-found species. There are even more Florida State Symbols than there were fifteen years ago.


Some new chapters have been added—one on Rivers and Lakes that highlights some of the things we’ve done wrong, such as dredging the Kissimmee River, and some of the things we’re trying to do to make things right, such as making the Kissimmee River crooked again. And one on Global Warming. What will happen to Florida if the ocean rises? What should we do about it?


We’ve added a chapter on The Nature of the Space Center. NASA and other Space Center companies have saved as much of the natural habitats of the huge complex as possible, so it’s a good place to visit for more than just the space museum.


We’ve added a quotation at the head of each chapter, some famous, some obscure, with a section at the end that tells you where each quotation came from.


We want this new edition to provide you with up-to-date information about Florida’s wonderful natural places and the plants and creatures that live here. You can add to your knowledge of almost anything mentioned in this book by looking up the subject on the Internet. So if something we have discussed in this book piques your interest, find out more by getting on your search engine. We have added some websites to get you started, but you can enter any word or phrase and see what you can find out.


But we hope you still like books that you can hold in your hand and read in bed.
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I.


Getting Started


“The world is so full of a number of things, I’m sure we should all be as happy as kings.”


—Robert Louis Stevenson


When Robert Louis Stevenson wrote this, he was sickly and bedridden and unable to spend much time out-of-doors. How much more opportunity most of us have than he did when he was a child to enjoy the great number of wonders the natural world has to offer!


Florida, especially, has a splendid variety of wildlife that should make us all as happy as kings. Plants, birds, insects, and reptiles, as well as mammals, enrich the lives of those who look around. We hope that if you know something about Florida’s natural places, you will feel a connection with nature that will encourage you to take good care of Florida and Planet Earth.


Remember when reading this book that “animals” refers to all species within the animal kingdom, not just furry, four-legged mammals, and that includes birds, insects, fish, coral polyps, snakes, frogs, and all manner of things that aren’t plants or rocks! We have taken the direction of the American Ornithologist’s Union and capitalized the full species name of all plants and animals. In this way readers can understand the difference between, for example, the Florida Black Bear and a bear that is black, or that Yellow Jessamine is the full name of a plant and not just its flower color. We have elected not to use scientific names except in Chapter 16: “What’s in a Name?”


The word “species” is used many times. It refers to a particular kind of plant or animal. The word is both singular and plural. Be sure you understand this word.


Most of the species included in these chapters are not common, everyday plants and animals. Many are included in the state’s lists of Endangered or Threatened Species or Species of Special Concern. Those listed species are marked with a superscript + the first time their names appear in each chapter.
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A plant or animal listed as Endangered is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range. (Its range is the full extent of the area it lives in.) Extinction occurs when the last individual of a species dies and that particular type of plant or animal can never exist on Earth again. A species is Threatened when it is likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future throughout all or a significant portion of its range.


A category that applies to Florida animals only is Species of Special Concern. It is used to describe a species of animal in Florida that may become threatened if not protected and its habitat well managed.


Measurements are indicated first in metric—if they are not spelled out: cm for centimeter, m for meter, km for kilometer, kg for kilogram, and 1 for liter—followed by the equivalent inches, feet, miles, pounds, or gallons in parentheses. Equivalents are approximate, or rounded off.


We hope the extensive glossary will be of benefit. All words that appear at the end of each chapter in the box under “Do you know these words?” are in the glossary.


The authors hope that reading this book will make you more aware of the wonders of natural Florida, and that you will want to help in the efforts to protect what is left of Florida’s wild lands and wonderful creatures.
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Florida’s
Symbols


“Nature speaks in symbols and in signs.”


—John Greenleaf Whittier
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State Seal


A symbol is something that stands for something else. Many states and nations have chosen symbols to represent something special or unique about their area, such as our country’s national bird, the Bald Eagle, which is found only in North America. Did you know that Florida’s state symbols, chosen by the state legislature over the years, include a bird, a tree, fish, mammals, and even rocks? Some Floridians can name the official State Bird or State Tree. Can you?


State Seal


Almost 150 years ago, in 1868, the Florida legislature adopted a state seal. It showed the sun’s rays over a mountain in the distance, a steamboat on the water, an Indian woman scattering flowers, and a tree that was officially called a “cocoa” tree (but which was probably a Coconut Palm). Around the design were the words, “Great Seal of the State of Florida—In God We Trust.” The unknown designer of this first seal could hardly have been very well acquainted with Florida, because Florida has no mountains, and Florida’s Seminole women didn’t wear clothes like the woman depicted on the seal.


Changes were made over the years to correct several details of the seal. In 1970, the “cocoa” tree was redrawn as a Sabal Palm, the state tree of Florida. The most recent change was made in 1985. The official seal now appears as it is above, with no mountains, a Sabal Palm and Saw Palmetto, a steamboat that looks like ones that used to travel Florida’s shallow, winding waterways, and a Seminole woman dropping Hibiscus flowers.


State Flag


Florida’s state flag was adopted at the same time as the seal, in 1868, and it showed the seal on a white background. In 1889, the legislature added the diagonal red bars we see today, because people wanted the flag to have more color and so that it would not look all white when it hung limply. Did you know that Florida law requires the flag of both the United States of America and the state of Florida to fly over every public school? Most schools have their school patrols put up the flags each morning and take them down at the end of each school day. Federal law, however, allows the American flag to fly all the time if it is lit by a spotlight when it is dark.


At least 16 different flags have flown over Florida or parts of Florida in its history, including those of five countries—Spain, France, England, the United States, and the Confederate States of America.


State Flower—the Orange Blossom


One of the most fragrant flowers of any tree—the Orange Blossom—is Florida’s oldest symbol. It was declared the State Flower in 1909. Millions of these white flowers perfume the air in central and south Florida during orange blossom time. Although a series of freezes in the 1980s killed many thousands of acres of citrus groves, trees have been replanted, and Florida is still the largest producer of citrus fruits in the United States and second in the world. (Brazil is the largest producer of citrus in the world.)
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Orange Blossom


Orange juice became the state’s Official Beverage in 1967. People living in other parts of the country often think of Florida when they drink orange juice.
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Northern Mockingbird


State Bird—the Northern Mockingbird


The Northern Mockingbird has been Florida’s State Bird since 1927. It is also the state bird of Arkansas, Mississippi, Tennessee, and Texas. The “northern” part of its name means it is a North American bird. Though its colors of gray and white are not as brilliant as those of some other songbirds, it lives year-round in Florida and its song is very special. During nesting season, the male mockingbird often sings continuously for hours, without repeating his tune. He can sing sitting on a branch or flying, during the day, or sometimes even in the moonlight (which might lull you to sleep or keep you awake).
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Sabal Palm


State Tree—the Sabal Palm


The Sabal Palm, also called the cabbage palm or palmetto, has been the State Tree of Florida since 1953. It grows in all kinds of soil—sandy or loamy, wet or dry—and in states farther north, too. This tree was important in historical times, when early settlers used its leaf heart for food and its logs and fronds to build shelter. “Swamp cabbage,” or the new leaf just before it emerges from the heart of the tree, can no longer be legally chopped from wild trees, because that kills the tree. Palm heart salad pieces now come from trees grown for that purpose.
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Horse Conch


State Shell—the Horse Conch


State Stone—Agatized Coral


The Horse Conch (pronounced “conk”) has been Florida’s State Shell since 1969. The word conch comes from a Greek word meaning “shell.” The Horse Conch, a very large snail, is found in the shallow ocean waters around Florida and its shell is a beautiful pinkish-orange color.
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Agatized Coral


Coral is made of the skeletons of tiny ocean animals called polyps (pronounced POLL-lips) that grow together in colonies in warm tropical seas. When the polyps are alive, they combine carbon dioxide and minerals in the seawater to form a hard, limestonelike surface. After long periods of time, the coral becomes agatized when the silica, or sand, in the ocean replaces the coral with a hard quartzlike mineral. Agatized Coral is found in Tampa Bay, the Econfina River, and the Withlacoochee and Suwannee riverbeds. It was officially named the State Stone in 1979, even though it’s really the skeletons of polyps.


State Nickname—The Sunshine State


Florida’s beautiful sunny weather led many people to call it “The Sunshine State.” The sun shines for at least part of almost every day of the year. The state nickname was made official in 1970, and it used to be on every license tag.


State Gem—Moonstone


Humans first landed on the moon in July, 1969, on a space flight launched from Florida’s Kennedy Space Center. Ten months later, in 1970, Florida lawmakers memorialized this historic occasion by declaring the Moonstone the official State Gem. The Moonstone is a gem found on Earth, however, not one of the rocks brought back from the surface of the moon.


State Marine Mammal—the West Indian Manatee


State Saltwater Mammal—the Porpoise


In 1975, Florida chose the West Indian Manatee+ to be the state’s Marine Mammal, and the Porpoise to be the state’s Saltwater Mammal.
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Manatee


The West Indian Manatee, which was downlisted from Endangered to Threatened in 2006, swims in many Florida waterways, both fresh and salt, where it feeds on a variety of underwater plants. It is a large and slow-moving mammal that must come to the surface to breathe air. Boats often hit it, cutting its back with propellers. Slowing down speeding boaters and research on where and how the manatee lives are helping to bring public attention to the serious plight of this harmless, docile giant. Only about 2600 to 3000 of them (counting them is hard!) live in Florida waters.
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Porpoise


One species of porpoise, whose name is actually Bottle-nosed Dolphin, lives in Florida’s coastal waters. Adding to the confusion of its name is an edible saltwater fish called Dolphin. The state legislature, in adopting this marine mammal as a symbol, left open the issue of what to call the state Saltwater Mammal, designating the “porpoise, also commonly known as the dolphin.” You can sometimes see a group of dolphins in the waves near the beach or swimming in the bow wake of large boats. Dolphins and porpoises have been a symbol of good luck to sailors around the world since ancient times. The Miami football team’s logo and the trained animals at Marineland and Sea World are Bottle-nosed Dolphins.


State Freshwater Fish—the Largemouth Bass


State Saltwater Fish—the Sailfish


No other state has designated two fishes as state symbols. But in 1975, Florida named the Largemouth Bass, which lives in fresh water, and the Sailfish, which lives in salt water, as our State Fishes. Both are prized as game fish, and fishermen from all over the world come to Florida to try their luck at catching them.
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Largemouth Bass


[image: Images]


Sailfish


State Mammal—the Florida Panther


The Florida Panther, the most endangered of all Florida’s symbols, was chosen to be the State Mammal in 1982 by a vote of Florida school students. This big, elusive cat needs many miles of wild land to hunt its main food, the White-tailed Deer. But much of Florida’s wilderness is being cleared for farmland or houses, and roads are built across the panther’s habitat. The panther needs our help to make sure that it remains a living part of our unique wildlife community, instead of the first Florida symbol to become extinct.


State Reptile


The American Alligator was named the State Reptile in 1987. Alligators were hunted for their hides, which were used to make purses and briefcases, until hunting was banned in 1967. The numbers of alligators recovered rapidly, however, and in 1987, though they are still protected and hunting is regulated, they were downlisted on the Endangered Species List to a Species of Special Concern.


State Soil


It may seem strange to designate a State Soil, but sand called Myakka Fine Sand is unique to Florida. It is the surface soil in a million and a half acres of flatwoods and is the most common soil in the state. It was named the official soil in 1989.


State Wildflower


In 1991, the Florida legislature designated the Coreopsis as the State Wildflower. Often called Tickseed, it has yellow petals and a brown center. It likes damp places to grow in and has been planted to beautify roadsides.
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Florida Panther


State Butterfly


The Zebra Longwing Butterfly was adopted in 1996 as the State Butterfly, or the State Insect. This beautiful butterfly has black and yellow bands on its wings. The underside of its wings has red dots near the body. The Zebra Longwing lays its eggs only on Passion Vines, and the larvae feed on the Passion Vine leaves.


State Pie—Key Lime


In 2006, the Florida legislature named the Key lime pie the State Pie, after several years of consideration. Sweet potato pie was the other contender. The small yellow Key lime is more tart than the green Persian limes found in the grocery store. The trees, which are very sensitive to cold, used to be grown in small groves in the Florida Keys, but most trees have been destroyed by storms or disease. The Key limes now available in the market are usually from South America or the Caribbean.


State Song—“Swanee River”


Stephen Collins Foster, one of America’s best-loved songwriters, wrote “Swanee River” (also called “Old Folks at Home”) in 1851. The Suwannee River (which Foster spelled Swanee to better fit the music) is a beautiful waterway that flows from the Okefenokee Swamp in Georgia across Florida to the Gulf of Mexico. “Swanee River” was chosen as the State Song in 1935, and has become a symbol of love for home and family.


Can you play “Swanee River” on your piano at home, or on your school band instrument?
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Swanee River




Where to learn more


See Chapter 7, “Springs, Sinkholes, and Caves,” for more on the West Indian Manatee.


See Chapter 26, “Extinction Is Forever,” for more on the Florida Panther.


See Chapter 18, “Speaking of Trees,” for more on the Sabal Palm.


See Chapter 9, “Underwater Treasures,” for more about corals.


Do you know these words?


Can you list them in alphabetical order?


symbol


coral


polyps


agatized


endangered


extinction


animal


mammal


flatwoods





Websites


www.myflorida.com, type “symbols” where it says “enter a keyword,” then hit “search.” (Note: This site is filled with interesting information.)


Florida Department of Historical Resources website: http://dhr.dos.state.fl.us/facts/symbols.




Something you can do


Do you have a school mascot? Try designing a seal for your school using your school mascot and some of Florida’s symbols. Then make a large copy of it with crayons or paints to hang in the hallway.
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Keeping a Nature Journal


“Your life experiences happened to you and only you can record them.”—Fanny-Maude Evans




My Journal


June 9—School is out! I plan to write in my notebook this summer about the weather, all the animals I see, and the flowers that bloom.


Today I walked down the lane, and the palmetto bloom smelled so wonderful. I stopped to look at it. Five different species of butterflies and some bees and beetles were enjoying it, too!
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Holes for air


June 22—Today is a beautiful sunny day. It was cool when I got up, but now it’s hot. I like it hot, but the difference in how it feels out in the sun and under the shade of the trees surprises me. I hung a thermometer in a box so it didn’t touch the sides and set the box out in a sunny spot. The box shaded the thermometer, but not like the tree did. The temperature was 95°F in the sun. When I put it in the shade close to the big oak tree, it was 83°F—a difference of 12 degrees.


July 10—The Brown Thrasher sits at the top of the tree next door and sings all day long every day. He has as many different songs as the Mockingbird, but they’re in short phrases instead of continuous. The Blue Jays are pretty, and they have a lot of different songs, too.
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Blue Jay


I sat and watched a woodpecker hole in the snag of a dead tree for about an hour today. The woodpecker was a Red-bellied Woodpecker, and I saw it bringing food and going in the hole. I could hear chirps inside whenever it went in. It always landed on the side of the tree before going in. The woodpecker’s tail always presses against the side of the tree when it lands, but the mockingbird almost always holds his up in the air.
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August 18—We had 4 inches of rain in the last day and night. That’s the biggest rain I’ve measured all summer. I have a big can tied to a stake in an open space, and I measured the water in it with a ruler. Mom let me go out in the rain in my bathing suit. I watched the rain flow in tiny rivers through the grass.
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Keep a Nature Journal


Writing about what you see in the world of nature around you will make you a better observer. Keep a journal for at least three months, and write down what you see and hear.


As you write, you may think of questions about what you saw, and next time you may look more closely. You may find yourself stopping to watch insects or lizards that you never even noticed before. You’ll see the spots and stripes instead of just the overall color, because you want to be able to write it all down in your journal. Maybe you’ll pay closer attention to how long it takes a blossom to bloom, or a leaf to unfold.
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You can buy a looseleaf notebook to write in, or use the leftover pages from a school notebook. You don’t need to write in it every day, and you don’t need to stop keeping your journal because you forgot to write in it for a few days or went away on vacation. Just note in it whenever you see or hear or smell something that attracts your attention. Maybe you’ll want to carry your notebook with you whenever you go outside.


Sometimes including drawings on your journal pages will help you remember better what you see. Even if you think you can’t draw very well, a sketch of where the spots were on a beetle or butterfly with a note about its color can help identify it later. Drawing it will also help you look more closely and observe more scientifically.
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Orange with black spots.


Note the weather each day in your journal—is it sunny, cloudy, rainy, cool, warm, or hot? Keep a record of the thermometer readings each day at the same time, such as at noon and before you go to bed. Put out a rain gauge to measure the rainfall. You can buy rain gauges already marked with centimeters and inches, or you can use a can with straight sides (without dents or ribs around it, which would alter your measurements).


Fasten your gauge or can to a stake planted in the ground so it can’t be blown over or knocked over by a dog or other animal, and be sure it is at least 15 meters (50 feet) away from the nearest tree or building, which would keep the rain from falling into it directly. Measure it with as thin a ruler as possible, so that standing the ruler in the water won’t make the water rise very much. Then look where the ruler got wet.


Wake up early a few mornings, and listen to the birds outside your window. You may hear Northern Mockingbirds, Mourning Doves, Brown Thrashers, Rufous-sided Towhees, Blue Jays, Carolina Wrens, Northern Cardinals, Northern Bobwhites, or Red-bellied Woodpeckers. If you don’t recognize their songs, try to see who is singing, look them up in the bird guide, and then learn to identify them by sound.
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Brown Thrasher
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When you go to bed, listen to the sounds of the frogs if you are near a lake, or crickets, or the Eastern Screech-Owl, or the Chuck-will’s-widow. Remember to write down what you hear as well as what you see. Maybe you can pretend they are saying something to you and write down what the calls sound like. Some people claim that the Barred Owl says, “Who cooks for you, who cooks for you-awll!” Its voice always drops at the end. The Chuck-will’s-widow says its own name!


Remember to look for little things: beetles under leaves, spiders in the house or under the eaves, caterpillars and butterflies. If you have a magnifying glass, you may be able to look at some of these things up close. If you find a spider in a web, maybe you can keep watch in the evening or early in the morning and see it at work making its web or even wrapping up a fly that got caught in the web. Touch the spider web gently. Some threads are sticky and others are not. The spider knows not to step on its own sticky threads! Write in your journal what you observe. Note what flowers are in bloom during the year. Look for the tiny flowers that bloom in the grass or “weeds” that grow and bloom at the edge of the lawn. The trees have blooms, too. Look for them. Sometimes they look like catkins. Does the bloom smell good? What happens after the bloom dries up? Is there a seed? Lots of seeds? A fruit or nut? Can you figure out how the seeds are spread? Is it by blowing on the wind, or “catching” onto a passing animal or sock, or by being eaten and carried away by a bird? How does the sandspur get to a new place to grow?
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Write and illustrate what you observe and what you think in your notebook.
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If you have a pair of binoculars, you’ll find that you can see birds and distant things more easily. Learn how to adjust them for your eyes and focus them on objects. For some people it takes a little practice. If you have a camera, you can take pictures of some of the things you see. Birds are very hard to photograph, but flowers and spiders could turn out to be good pictures.


[image: Images]


[image: Images]


Observe a nearby lake. The lake will rise and fall depending upon the rainfall, on how much is evaporating in the hot sun, and on how often people are watering their lawns. Put a stake or set a brick in the ground at the edge of the water and use a yardstick or tape measure to keep track of how much the water’s edge varies.


Or you can set a brick or concrete block where the lake is a foot or two deep. Dig a hole with your hands in the sand and set the brick or block in the hole, wiggling it around until the top of the brick is level with the sand in the bottom of the lake. Then you can set a yardstick on end on the brick to measure the depth of the water. Measure the surface when the lake is calm because ripples will make it harder to be accurate.


Compare your measurements with your records of the amount of rainfall and record them in your journal.


Measure the height of the grass in the lawn at school or at home just after it’s been mowed. Then measure it just before it gets mowed next time. How much does it grow in a week? Does it grow more in some places—such as sunny or shady locations, or where nobody walks—than in others? Do “weed” grasses grow more or less rapidly than the cultivated grasses?


If you see a wasp’s nest being built—on the underside of a leaf, or on the outside wall of a building, or under the eaves of a shed—watch it instead of killing the insects (if it’s not in a place that could be brushed by people). See how long it takes them to build the cells that make their nest grow. Watch them watching you! (But don’t annoy them!)
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Wasp nest


If you live near the beach, you can observe the tides. What time of day is the tide high and low, and how far up the beach does the water come? Learn to pace off a distance—stepping so that each stride is the same—then measure your stride. Then you can pace the distance between high tide and low tide without a long tape measure and someone to help you. Compare the tides to the stages of the moon. Write what you observe in your journal.


Look for crabs, try to identify shorebirds, see what a heavy storm and high winds do to the sand dunes, study the plants that grow on the dunes, make notes about the shells you find that wash in with the tides.


[image: Images]




Where to learn more


See Chapter 19, “The Fun of Watching Birds,” for more on how to identify birds.


See Chapter 30, “Monitoring the Weather,” for more on measuring a lake.


See Chapter 6, “Discovering the Beach,” for more on animals and plants of the shore.


See Chapter 23, “Insects Are Not Just ‘Bugs’!” for more about butterflies and spiders.





You may find that keeping a journal is exciting and fun. It may be you’ll want to continue your journal throughout the year as interesting things happen in the world of nature around you.


And think of all the good material you’ll have for writing English and science papers for school assignments!




Something you can do


Be a nature writer


Try turning some of your observations into a short story or article and send it in to a magazine for your age group, such as Jack and Jill, Ranger Rick, or Stone Soup.


Do you blog? Add your nature journal entries to your messages.





[image: Images]





II.


Florida’s Special Places


Florida has some unique ecosystems—places with plant and animal species that are found nowhere else in the world. The Everglades is one of those. The Big Scrub is another. Both of these ecosystems occur only in Florida. Other habitats—while not completely unique to Florida—contain species that are found in no other state in United States.


The discussion in each of these chapters includes information about species of plants and animals that live in each special place. Many of these plants and animals require this special place in order to live.


It is important to study the relationship of all the parts of an ecosystem in order to better understand the value of all life in our world. Animals cannot long survive outside of their natural systems. Young naturalists should think of animals and habitats together.


All of the special places included here are wonderful to know about and to visit. Some of you may be fortunate enough to live in or near one of them.





3


The Everglades


“Nothing anywhere else is like them: their vast, glittering openness, wider than the enormous visible round of the horizon, . . . under the dazzling blue heights of space.”


—Marjory Stoneman Douglas in Everglades: River of Grass
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Surrounded on three sides by the warm tropical seas of the Atlantic Ocean, Florida Bay, and the Gulf of Mexico, south Florida is truly different from Florida’s other special places. Within this southern part of the state is a vast aquatic land known as the Everglades, unique in all the world. It has been named a World Heritage Site, an International Biosphere Reserve, and a Wetland of International Importance.


Famous for its national park, the true Everglades covers much more than the park’s 1.4 million acres. Before it was ditched, diked, and drained in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the “Glades,” as some people like to call it, extended from Lake Okeechobee south to the tip of the Florida peninsula, a distance of more than 160 kilometers (100 miles).


The Everglades is really a huge freshwater marsh dotted with tree islands, sawgrass prairies, and pine rocklands. Water in the marsh flows as a river system 80 kilometers (50 miles) wide but only about 15 centimeters (6 inches) deep. The depth of the water varies, of course, with the rainfall and the dips and rises in the land. This “river of grass” creeps slowly southward, sloping only 6 to 9 centimeters (2 to 3 inches) to the mile, until it empties its freshwater supply into the shallow estuary of Florida Bay.


The Everglades receives all of its fresh water from rain—rain that falls on it directly, and rain that falls as far north as Orlando and flows southward down the Kissimmee River into Lake Okeechobee. In years gone by, Lake Okeechobee overflowed its fresh water into the Everglades, but dikes built around the big lake to contain the water now limit the amount that reaches the Glades.


The Everglades revolves around seasons of wet and dry. The rainy season begins in early summer, with frequent afternoon thundershowers and occasional hurricanes that fill the wetlands with life-giving water. Falling mainly between June and November, rainfall averages about 180 centimeters (70 inches) a year. This is a time of intense heat and high humidity, and mosquitoes are everywhere!


In late October the rains taper off and the surface of the land gradually begins to dry. In some years evaporation during the dry season may exceed the year’s rainfall, and the Everglades suffers from drought. Wintertime cold fronts from the north add to the drying effect and occasionally kill back some of the tropical plant life that cannot tolerate the colder temperatures.


Plants and animals that live here have learned to adapt to the extremes of temperature, moisture, and drought, and to the occasional fires and hurricanes that sweep through parts of the Everglades. Some complex ecological communities, or habitats, have evolved. Let’s take a look at a few of them.


Pahayokee—”the grassy waters”


The heart of this unusual land is the “river of grass,” or, as the Seminoles called it, Pa-hay-okee, the “grassy waters.” The grassy prairie of the Glades extends as far as the eye can see, and this wide, green, open space that seems to stretch on forever is why later explorers called it the “everglades.”


The dominant plant of the Everglades prairie is Sawgrass, not a true grass at all, but a sedge. (The small differences between grasses and sedges are not easily seen, but are important when studying them.) Sawgrass grows to eight feet tall and has spiny leaf edges that can tear clothes and skin.


During the high water of summertime the Sawgrass marsh teems with life. Around the roots of the Sawgrass and other underwater plants grow masses of a yellowish-green algae called Periphyton (Pare-uh-FIE-tin). Microscopic plants and animals live in and feed upon the mats of Periphyton. Mosquito larvae, snails, tadpoles, and other small organisms feed upon these tiny plants and animals. Small animals are then eaten by fish, frogs, turtles, and birds. Eventually, they, in turn, may be fed upon by the “king” of the Everglades, the alligator. This feeding sequence is known as the food chain, and Periphyton is the beginning of the food chain for many animals in this fresh-water marsh.


So important is the American Alligator to the ecology of the Everglades that it was added to the Endangered Species List in 1967 to protect it from uncontrolled hunting. It recovered quickly and was delisted in 1987, but it is still protected by state and federal laws.


Alligators use their broad snouts and powerful tails to clear out vegetation and muck from large holes in the limestone, making a pond. In the dry season, as the water evaporates and the Sawgrass, Periphyton, and other aquatic plants begin to shrivel and wilt, these “gator holes” provide a refuge for water-dependent creatures, such as frogs and fish, who move right in with their alligator host.


White-tailed Deer and the Florida Panther+ come to drink, and River Otters and the rare Everglades Mink+ search for crayfish and fish trapped in the gator holes as the water recedes. Long-legged wading birds—the Great Blue Heron, Little Blue Heron+, and Tricolored Heron+; Snowy Egret+ and Great Egret; Roseate Spoonbill+ and Wood Stork+—gather here and eat their fill. The dry season is also the time when many of these birds nest, because they can more easily gather food to feed their nestlings when prey becomes concentrated in small, shallow ponds.
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Pine rocklands


Underlying most of the Everglades is a rocky bottom of porous limestone, made up largely of shells and coral, that was deposited ages ago when warm seas covered the southern part of the peninsula. In some places, marl (limy, organic mud) or peat (rich organic material resulting from years and years of compression of rotting plants) lies on top of the limestone, providing just an inch or two of shallow soil for plants to take root.


Sometimes the limerock juts up out of the thin soil or lies just below the surface. Pine trees grow here in abundance, finding a root-hold in the rock. “Pine rockland” is the term used to describe this distinctive habitat of south Florida.


As pine needles, palmetto fronds, and other plant detritus build up, weak acids leach out with each rainfall, eating away at the limerock below and creating a pitted, honeycombed surface. With such difficult footing underneath, hikers often find slow going over the rocky trails of the Everglades.
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Slash Pines, Sabal Palms, and Saw Palmettos are the predominant plants growing in this habitat, which—though only a meter (three feet) above sea level—is some of the highest and driest land in south Florida. This habitat requires periodic fires, often caused by lightning strikes during summer thunderstorms, to maintain its existence. Without fire, hardwoods grow, eventually shading out young pines and creating tropical hardwood hammocks instead of pine rocklands.


Hardwood hammocks and tree islands


The flat, grassy expanse of the Everglades is frequently broken by scattered clumps of vegetation called “tree islands.” Just a small increase in elevation allows soil to accumulate in limestone “pockets,” providing nutrients for tropical hardwoods and palms to take root and grow.


Each tree island is a world of its own, with different plants and animals sharing these special habitats. A profusion of tropical hardwood trees, such as Mahogany, Gumbo Limbo, Poisonwood, and Strangler Fig, grow amidst palms and ferns, creating junglelike settings called “hammocks.” Early Native American residents of the Everglades often lived, hunted, and grew their crops on these higher, shady spots. Some people say that “hammock” comes from a Native American word, hammocka, meaning “garden place” or “shady place.”


Many epiphytes (EP-uh-fites), or air plants, grow in the dimly lit environment of the hammocks. Epiphytes are plants that grow on other plants, getting their nourishment from dust and moisture in the air. One of the best known is Spanish Moss—not really a moss, but in the same family as pineapples, also known as bromeliads (bro-MEE-lee-ads). The giant Wild Pine, growing on the sturdy limbs of Live Oak and other hammock trees, is another well-known Everglades bromeliad.



Air plants
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Needle-leaved Air Plant
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Ball Moss
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Spanish Moss
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Butterfly Orchid


Animals that use air plants
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Golden Silk Spider
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Mosquito
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Tree Frog
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Lizard
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Florida Tree Snail


During the rainy season, bromeliads and other air plants collect rainwater in the base of their stiff, curled leaves. Tree frogs, spiders, mosquitoes, and other insects breed in these tiny reservoirs. During the dry season many arboreal (arBOR-ee-ul), or tree-dwelling, animals sip the life-sustaining dew that collects there.


Of all the air plants, the orchids are the most beautiful. Several species are rare, for over the years amateur botanists and commercial collectors have taken them by the thousands, and developers have destroyed many tropical hardwood hammocks that were important orchid habitats.


The largest orchid in the Everglades, called the Cowhorn Orchid+, can grow to weigh as much as 34 kilograms (75 pounds)! Unfortunately, only a few large specimens remain, as poachers have practically eliminated this orchid from most areas. (Poachers are people who trespass on private or public lands for the purpose of stealing wildlife.)
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Mangrove estuary


A more widespread and fairly common species, the Night-blooming Epidendrum+ is one of the most beautiful of the Everglades orchids, with white, spiderlike blossoms that are especially fragrant at night.


Besides the hammock tree islands, other clumps of trees, called “heads,” grow in the Glades. Unlike the hammocks that grow on higher elevations, heads occupy depressions in the limestone bedrock—areas that remain as pools or wet places during the dry season. Water-loving plants, such as Cocoplum, Bald Cypress, Sweet Bay, and Swamp Holly, grow on these soggy tree islands, and heads are often named for the dominant tree—bay head, cypress head, or willow head, for example. Some of the larger cypress heads are called “domes.” They are called heads or domes because, from a distance, they have a rounded shape–the tallest trees grow in the deepest water in the middle of the depression, with trees tapering down in size toward the edges. (Look at the artwork on page iv to see what a head looks like.)


During times of drought, animals concentrate in and around these watery heads to search for fish, snails, and other aquatic life.


The Mangrove Estuary of Florida Bay


Where the southward-creeping fresh water of the Everglades finally reaches the salty waters of Florida Bay, a transition zone of mangrove trees begins. Three kinds of broad-leaved, evergreen mangrove trees live in the Everglades—Red Mangrove, Black Mangrove, and White Mangrove. Though their roots are often submerged in salt water for much of the year, all three species have special ways of tolerating or resisting salt by eliminating it from their leaves.


Mangrove detritus adds to the rich nutrients flowing into the bay from the Sawgrass prairies, cypress domes, and other wetlands farther north. These enriched, brackish waters of the estuary are important as a nursery for fish and shrimp. These small animals spend their early lives in the protected mangrove creeks and rivers until they are large enough to swim into the open waters of the Gulf of Mexico.


The shy and secretive American Crocodile+ makes its home in the salty waters of Florida Bay. Numbering just a few hundred in the United States, it is similar in size and appearance to its more common cousin, the American Alligator, but it has a narrower snout and a lighter, gray-green color. The Everglades is the one place in the world where both alligators and crocodiles are found.


Mangroves and other trees on the small islands of Florida Bay provide roosting and nesting sites for Bald Eagles+, Ospreys, Roseate Spoonbills+, Brown Pelicans+, egrets, herons, and many other species. Many of these birds range far and wide to find food for themselves and their young—to the cypress domes and gator holes during the dry season, to the shallow mud flats in Florida Bay, and to the rivers and creeks of the mangrove forests.


More than 300 different species of birds have been recorded here, bringing people to see them for hundreds of years. In 1832, John James Audubon came, searching for what he called the American Flamingo and other wading birds, and captured their beauty with his paint and brush.


Later on, others came with guns, hunting egrets and herons almost to extinction for their highly prized feathers, used to adorn ladies’ hats. Today people come with binoculars and cameras, to admire and to study the remarkable bird life of the Everglades.


Endangered Everglades


All is not well in the Florida Everglades. Today, many of the fragile habitats have been severely disrupted by the actions of people.


In the early part of this century, developers began to drain the water from Everglades marshes, creating dry land for cities to be built and crops to be farmed. This effort was so successful that the southeast coast of Florida is now almost totally urban, and vast acres of former Everglades marshes have been converted to sugarcane fields, vegetable farms, and citrus groves. Agricultural chemicals and nutrients from farmlands have polluted Glades waters, causing water-quality changes that have been disastrous for fish and wildlife.


Canals, impoundments, and dikes and dams have altered the Everglades’ seasons of wet and dry, sending too much or not enough water at unnatural times of the year. The flow of fresh water that should go to the Everglades has been reduced to a fraction of the historic flow in order to share the water with cities and farms, and when released from dammed impoundments, it floods the Everglades with too much at once. The Everglades and all of its plants and animals have suffered for nearly 100 years from this human-enforced cycle of flood and drought.




Where to learn more


See Chapter 18, “Speaking of Trees,” for more on mangroves, pines, and palms.


See Chapter 24, “Alligators, Snakes, and Other Reptiles,” for more on the American Alligator.


See Chapter 8, “The Keys,” for more on the American Crocodile.


See Chapter 17, “Florida’s Native Plants,” for more on Saw Palmetto.


See Chapter 11, “Water and Wetlands,” for more on the food chain.


See Chapter 25, “Exotics—More than Just a Nuisance,” for more on exotic plants.


See Chapter 6, “Discovering the Beach,” Chapter 8, “The Keys,” and Chapter 26, “Extinction Is Forever,” for more about egret feathers.


See Chapter 22, “John James Audubon in Florida,” for more about the flamingo.


See Chapter 5, “Rivers and Lakes,” for more about water flow in the Everglades.





Though hurricanes can help the Everglades by replenishing its supplies of fresh water, Hurricane Andrew in 1992 wreaked havoc. The sturdy Sabal Palms survived well, but nearly 30 percent of south Florida’s Slash Pines were uprooted or snapped off in the 325-kilometer-per-hour (200-mph) winds. Then Pine Bark Beetles attacked many of the remaining stressed trees, and exotic vegetation replaced many of the native plants of the pine rocklands and hardwood hammocks. Hurricanes that crossed the state in 2004 caused more damage in some places, but left the Everglades replenished with water.


Mining of the underlying limestone rock of the Everglades to use for the base for roads and for making cement has gone on for a hundred years. These mines have left huge pits that hold water that should be flowing across the Everglades. Even in 2006, a mining company was trying to get permits to mine 5000 acres near Everglades National Park. It took a lawsuit to stop them.


It has taken people a long time to learn that the Everglades is a fragile and complex ecosystem, now on the verge of collapse. Scientists, developers, farmers, environmentalists, and government officials are working to find ways to protect the remaining Everglades at great expense to taxpayers and agricultural industries. Some of the land has been bought by the state. New rules have been put in place to regulate the flow of water so that timing and amounts are more natural. The discharge of pollutants into the Everglades has stronger restrictions. The Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan (called CERP), signed into law in 2000, affects 16 counties and 24,000 square kilometers (16,000 square miles). Most of the changes in water flow will be devoted to the environment; the rest will be doled out to cities and farms.


Better understanding of the unique subtropical world of Florida’s Everglades and careful application of protective and management practices are slowly–very slowly–helping to preserve some of the remaining wonders of the Everglades.


Websites


National Park Service: www.nps.gov/ever


South Florida Water Management District: www.sfwmd.gov


Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission: www.myfwc.com/imperiledspecies




Something you can do


Everglades scrapbook


Keep up with articles in your newspaper about the work of restoring the Everglades. Make a scrapbook of the articles and write about them in your journal.
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Do you know these words?


algae


exotic


animal


food chain


annual


fronds


aquatic


habitats


arboreal


hammock


botanist


head


brackish


hurricane


bromeliad


impoundment


cold front


larvae


detrirus


marl


dome


microscopic


drought


organic


communities


ecology


organism


epiphytes


peat


estuary


Periphyton


poacher


evaporation


tropical
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The Big Scrub


“Dryness is the very essence of the Big Scrub.”


—Marjory Bartlett Sanger
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Scrub is something your parents might make you do to the kitchen floor or to your knees and elbows. How can it be a “special place” in Florida?


Scrub is a part of the state that many people think of as a wasteland, dry and hot with a few stunted trees. But others think of it as a unique and special place that exists nowhere else in the world but on a strand of high, sandy land in the heart of Florida. The scrubbiness of the plants that grow there give this habitat its name.
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