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  Mangrove with stormy sky. Photograph by Anne McCrary Sullivan.




  
PREFACE





  




  During the years when we were paddling the mangrove wilderness of Everglades National Park and writing Paddling the Everglades Wilderness Waterway (Genzen and Sullivan 2011), we met some adventurous people who told fascinating stories. One evening, soon after the book had been accepted for publication, we sat on overturned buckets at Alligator Point listening to Bill Leonard, in his seventies, talking about coming down from Maine year after year to paddle the Waterway. When we went back inside our tent, we looked at each other, each with the same thought: we’ve got another book to write. A few months later, Holly interviewed Bill at his home in Maine. In California, Anne interviewed William G. Truesdell whose guidebook to the Everglades Wilderness Waterway had been our constant companion while we were writing a guidebook of our own. The process of writing this book was underway.




  For a period of several years, each pursuing other projects, we continued interviewing people who had significant experience of the mangrove wilderness that fringes the interface of land and salt water in Everglades National Park. At first, the idea was to talk with paddlers, but it expanded to include wildlife managers, naturalists, park rangers, park volunteers, an archaeologist, and others. When geography and timing allowed, we conducted interviews jointly; otherwise, we conducted them separately. Interviews were conversational and varied considerably in length, from one hour to sixteen hours (in multiple sessions).




  In addition to our lives as naturalists and paddlers, we are both social scientists retired from academic lives, each bringing research propensities into this project. We were committed to allowing our participants to speak for themselves and retain ownership of their stories. We did our own transcription, made all selections, and shaped them into a narrative in each participant’s voice. Each participant received both the transcript and the highly edited story we shaped from their own words. We invited them to delete what they wanted, add anything they wanted, make corrections, and otherwise collaborate in shaping their story. Some were very involved; others left it primarily up to us. The result is a collection of twenty-one crafted oral histories, each revealing a different voice telling a unique story.




  The unedited transcripts are rich in park and personal history, not all of which would fit into the pages of this book. The transcripts will be placed in the archives at Everglades National Park where they will be available to future researchers.




  It has been a privilege to do this work and an honor to listen to these voices. We are grateful to all who accepted the invitation to tell us how and why their lives have led them into the Everglades mangrove wilderness.
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  Beach spider-lily, Picnic Key. Photograph by Holly Genzen.




  
INTRODUCTION





  




  OUT THERE






   A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.




  —The Wilderness Act of 1964







  Everglades National Park’s mangrove wilderness, extending more than 230,000 acres, is the most expansive in the Western Hemisphere and the largest continuous system of mangroves in the world. This mangrove-scape is dynamic, constantly changing with the forces of tide and wind, shifting depositions of sand and mud, the slow, continuous fall of senescent leaves, the rich accumulation of detritus that transforms repeatedly through food webs, becomes the source of life in its branches, its roots, its waters, and the air above the mangal—fin, wing, carapace, jelly. Islands are born and islands disappear—or simply change their size and shape. Hurricanes sometimes divide an island, splitting it in two. Nothing is static out there.




  Most of these overwashed mangrove islands have no land at all, only sulphurous muds exposed at low tide, then covered by salty tides again. And again. And again. Muds are stitched together by an interlacing network of prop roots.




  Most of what can be called land out there, beyond the mainland’s mangrove fringe, was created by early peoples of the Glades, people who constructed shell mounds—not simply middens, not accumulations of randomly cast-off materials, but systematically engineered communities of mounds, which archaeologists like Margo Schwadron are now discovering to be far more complex than has previously been understood. These, too, are ringed by mangroves.




  There are no roads. To get out there one must take a fish route or a bird route: go by boat—kayak, canoe, or motorboat—or fly in via plane or helicopter. Apart from designated campsites on a few scattered shell mounds, if you want to pitch a tent, you’ll need to follow riverine mangroves or chains of mangrove islands to the Gulf beaches. Or, to remain on the interior, reserve a chickee, a wooden
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  Buttonwood with bromeliad. Photograph by Holly Genzen.




  platform constructed over water with open sides and a slanted roof, provided by Everglades National Park.




  The voices in this book tell stories of going out there. Some speak from early days in Everglades National Park. Bill Truesdell remembers mapping and marking the Everglades Wilderness Waterway, then writing the first guidebook for that ninety-nine-mile water trail. Ralph Miele, first ranger pilot in the National Park Service, tells stories of flying with politicians and scientists over remote mangrove wilderness areas when the park was still being shaped and biological studies just beginning. Wanda Brown Townsend remembers a time before there was a national park when her aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents lived on Fakahatchee Island just beyond what is now the park boundary. Oron “Sonny” Bass and Leon Howell also remember growing up at a mangrove fringe before there was a national park, then ultimately coming to work at the park.




  No one goes out there without specifically wanting to. This is a book about people who want to. Some go for work, some for adventure, some for philosophy, some for science. But the people represented in this book defy easy categorization. Tony Terry, the law enforcement ranger who patrols the mangroves as part of his job, goes back out on his days off to release the tensions of the job, to fish, to find peace—“It’s my shrink.” Lichen researchers, Rick and Jean Seavey, go out for fieldwork, yet they speak of the context in which they work as “spiritual.” Supervisory park ranger, Susan Reece, loves to put her hands in the mangrove muck. Roger Hammer, the expert in plants of the Everglades, goes out there not so much to look at plants, all of which he calls intimately by their scientific and common names, but because he loves to catch and cook a fat redfish, have a fine meal with a glass of Merlot in deep wilderness—because he loves solitude.




  Many of these voices speak of solitude. Ann Rougle, solo paddler, speaks of “glorious solitude” and being “blissfully stranded.” Tom Buttle echoes, “Getting stranded here isn’t a bad thing.” Rick Horton, calling those strings of islands “a kayaker’s rosary,” says that for him, “time spent alone in the wilderness is a time of spiritual redemption.”




  Some speak of companionship. Sometimes it’s the companionship of a life partner, sometimes a fishing buddy or a group of friends. Bill Leonard talks about heading out with groups of twelve or more to paddle the Everglades Wilderness Waterway. Eco-adventure guide, John Lewis, attends to the varying interests and experience levels of small groups who explore the mangroves close to Chokoloskee Island. Many miles deeper in the mangroves, John and Donna Buckley greet paddlers and entertain guests on their houseboat, the Swamp Lily.




  Some go to fish. Some never fish. JohnBob Carlos used to go for the fish, but little by little began leaving the fishing rod at home, taking the camera. Leon Howell fishes but he has “long since quit caring whether I caught fish or not.”




  Many speak of being tested, of meeting challenges of tide, wind, weather, equipment failure, getting lost, sheltering from storms, or recovery from one’s own errors.




  Most say that no matter how many times you go, no matter how long you stay, there is always an element of surprise, something unexpected. “Every time there is something new,” says photographer Constance Mier.




  The one thing these storytellers have in common is that they didn’t just go once. Their stories are replete with accounts of stranding, being lost, being besieged by insects, struggling in the elements, suffering discomforts. But as Toby Nipper reminds us, “Attitude is the difference between an adventure or an ordeal.” In spite of, or maybe even because of, the challenges, these voices speak passionately about being “out there,” and going back.




  We keep going back too. And we have sometimes asked ourselves why. We’ve been out there for days, muscles aching, a cold front moving in, no-see-ums appearing in swarms; storms moving across South Florida and lightning flashing all around us; or sleeping in the canoe because wind has blown the water out of our shallow bay. And we ask, “Now, why is it we keep wanting to come back out here?”




  The answer to that question may be floating in our genetic ancestry, some remnant of profound connection with the wild that lingers and, in spite of challenges and discomforts, makes wilderness feel, as Vivian Oliva says, like home. There is something profound about being out there. And no matter what discomforts we may experience in any given trip, no matter how glad we may be to have that first shower when we get back, within weeks we are talking about when we might head out there again. Because “out there,” we are somehow stabilized, somehow reconnected with the very origins of life on earth, its rhythms and cycles of life and death, moving tides and changing skies. A dolphin swims up to the chickee where we are sitting at the end of the day, stops, lifts its head out of water, looks at us, and we know that somehow, we are connected. Everything, all of us, are connected.




  For a number of years, wildlife biologist Skip Snow’s assignment in Everglades National Park was to learn as much as possible about the exotic pythons that have taken up residence there. He says, “I have thought about writing a book in which you would learn stuff about pythons in the park, but it wouldn’t be like a chapter on how they reproduce and then a chapter on what they eat. . . . It would be a book about places, kind of like Dr. Seuss in that book, All the Places You’ll Go, right? The places that pythons led me, the different roads I went down, like a travelogue through the
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  Lone paddler, Pearl Bay. Photograph by Holly Genzen.
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  Evening, Lane Bay. Photograph by Anne McCrary Sullivan.




  python encounters. But you would come out of my book knowing something about pythons.” We feel we have written a similar book about mangroves. There are no specific chapters on how they grow, how they reproduce, or the ecological role they play. Rather there are stories of mangrove places, voices of people who go there for a wide variety of reasons. We believe that through these voices, through stories of adventure, investigation, and inspiration, we learn something about our Everglades mangrove wilderness.




  We know that there are many more stories than our little net could catch. We think of this book as good reading for now but also as a resource for future researchers. As a storied account of human interactions with the mangrove wilderness, it offers material for the social history of a remote place, a place so inhospitable and inaccessible that few venture there, but those who do tend to go again and again, seeking something they sometimes struggle to name, something still wild, still free.
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  The Buckleys’ houseboat, Swamp Lily II, in one of their frequent moorings near the North River. Photograph by Anne McCrary Sullivan.




  PART I




  LOOK WHERE I GET TO WORK!
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  East Cape Sable. Photograph by Holly Genzen.




  
SEASONS ON THE SWAMP LILLY





  The Buckleys




  BACKCOUNTRY VOLUNTEERS, EVERGLADES NATIONAL PARK




  The first time we laid eyes on the Everglades, we were guides. Had a paying group of people we brought down here, and we had never laid eyes on the place. But we pulled it off. I mean, we knew what to do. We saw what tour companies were offering, and we just did that. For ten years we did that. And then we felt we didn’t need that extra revenue during the winter. We wanted to come down ourselves. We’d always been looking back in these nooks and crannies in the mangroves as we went by them. We thought if we had a little houseboat, we could put it back in there and just really have a good time.




  We decided, okay, we’re going to get us a pontoon boat. And we’re going to build a little house on it. We’ll take it down there, and we’ll offer to stay out there and help to look after the place.




  Donna: We’d be the eyes and ears.




  John: Stewardship was the word that we used. We invented the role.




  We didn’t even know that there was a volunteer program. So we wrote, said we’re going to come, we’re going to stay for the winter, help you with the stewardship of the place. We’re pretty competent at this. We can work remote and unsupervised.




  This guy being the way he was, he didn’t answer our letter. So we’ve built this little house on a pontoon boat, and we’re pulling it down the road into the park, coming down the Main Park Road. This guy drives up in his Park Service pickup, and we see his jaw is dropping. He should have answered that letter. So he says, “You can’t do this. You can’t come down and live here.”




  Donna: So I pulled out a copy of the letter that we wrote.




  John: I told him, “Well, we rented out our house, had our dog put to sleep, and we’re going to have to work this out somehow.” Not that we really had the dog put to sleep. In fact, we didn’t even rent our house. But he said, okay, just go out in the backcountry, as far out as you can get, and keep your head down. In a few weeks, come back in, and we’ll see if we’ve got this worked out.




  Oh, it was a great three weeks out here! We had the best time of our lives. We fished and paddled and swam and listened to the gators bellow. It was just fantastic.




  In three weeks we went back. The guy had some paperwork. “Sign here, and you are volunteers in the park. Just go out there and just do what you’re doing and go to campsites and make sure people aren’t playing fast and loose with the permits.” We said, well, it sounds like fun. That was twenty-nine years ago.




  Our knowledge and our duties for the park have evolved over the years. Now we’re intertwined with practically every division in the park. We’re under the umbrella of law enforcement, but we’ve also worked with research. For instance, they would have us check water salinity, give us instruments, and we would keep records. We helped Florida Fisheries, monitoring alligators, crocodiles, bats. We kept track of osprey nests and eagle nests.




  Donna: Eventually we were working with Skip Snow, keeping track of manatees. Skip gave me a map of their backs. So whenever we’d see a manatee, we had these forms to fill out. What was the sky like? What were the weather conditions? Were there any markings on the manatee itself?




  John: Search and rescue has become a big thing for us. Anybody can get lost out here! I’ve been lost more than once. You’re going along in the motorboat and see someone you want to make contact with, and then maybe you’re giving them some gas or something, and you’ve got your head down, looking in their boat, waves spinning your boat, bouncing you around, and when it’s over, you look up and. . . . Where am I? Which way is east, west, north, south?




  I see people, they’ve got a map, they’re looking at an island here, an island here, finding their route, saying, “That makes sense.” But they get out on the water, and what they’re looking at is this (holds the map at eye level, looks horizontally). And there are a lot of little islands on the chart that are no longer there. Water comes in, goes out, lapping at edges, undermines a tree, the tree falls in. Water gets more access to the bank. Next thing you know, another tree falls in. A lot of islands are gone. Just gone. Over the years, every time we go by Gunboat Island, it’s smaller. It’s going to disappear someday.




  But, say someone is lost. If we know they were going from this campsite to that campsite, we know the route well enough to know where probably they went wrong. We can go back in there at night, shine a big light up in the air, make noise, blow whistles, and usually get them out, prevent the park from having to go into an expensive search.




  We’ve begun a new thing this year. When we see paddlers on the water who look like they’re on a trip, we go right to them, introduce ourselves, make sure everything is going well. We find that people like to show us their permits ’cause they’re proud of them, and they like to talk about their kayak or canoe and tell us their other adventures. They know right away that we are advocates for paddlers. By doing that, we have had hardly any call outs. We talk to people and prevent it.
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  John and Donna Buckley on patrol. Photograph by Chris McAlily.




  Often our work is just managing little things. Like a few weeks ago a couple of guys thought they were checking in, using their SPOT, but it wasn’t working right. So their dad was concerned and called. We went and found them.




  The next morning, we went by Lane Bay Chickee, turned left, started down the Lane River. Three guys in a powerboat had got into this big shallow bay and got stuck. Their engine sucked in a bunch of mud, was overheating. We fixed their motor, got the mud out.




  Then we were going up to Tarpon Bay through an area we call Shot in the Dark ’cause it’s where you jump from the big Coast Guard markers in Cormorant Pass to the little waterway markers. You have to stay right on track ’cause over on the right is a big mud flat and sure enough, a fishing boat was high and dry on that. He wasn’t standing up and frantically waving, he was just waiting for the tide to come in. So we called dispatch to say if there’s an overdue boater, we know where he is.




  Then over at Canepatch, two guys and their two little boys came in, and they said, “Oh, we didn’t know you needed a reservation,” which is a lie because they’ve been here before. I said, “We’re not going to make you leave, but we’ll get your name and your phone number and the numbers off your boat, and on your way out of the park, stop and pay for the use of this place. If you don’t, you get a ticket.” So they got to stay, they didn’t look like fools in the eyes of their little boys, and the park gets the twenty bucks or so.




  So there are a lot of little things like that. Then there are things that don’t happen often, thankfully. One night, one stormy, rainy night we were on the Swamp Lily, like we are now, anchored up in the Hells Bay area. It was gray and overcast and nasty, foggy, and misty, and all of a sudden there was this one thunder that didn’t sound like the rest of them. “What was that?” Then, on the park radio, a dispatch said a plane had gone off the radar really close to our location. So we went roaring up this river with a boat with a light. Donna yelled out, “There’s wreckage in the water.”




  Donna: We could smell the jet fuel.




  John: And we ended up being the first ones on scene. A double fatality.




  Donna: You know, when you start out, you’re hoping you’re going to be plucking someone out of the water and saving them.




  John: For days after that, we were picking up the people in little pieces, literally. Little pieces of people. A pretty hard thing to do. But that’s only happened once. So if you want to know what the typical winter is like out here, there isn’t one. And there’s always something major and bizarre that happens, and you just don’t know what it’s going to be this year.




  Donna: It’s been kind of quiet lately.




  John: But we look for stuff! We look for stuff! You ever know a hunting dog that didn’t want to hunt?




  Donna: There’s always little stuff.




  The people got the keys to this park in 1947, right? And at that time, it was a huge park. To come where we are now was an expedition, not to be taken lightly. The boats then went ten to fifteen miles per hour tops, if you had a nice boat. This was a big, big park. To get into the heartland of it, people had to make plans and take time to get here, and when they did a successful trip, they were proud of themselves. They learned something. They had found their way and had a great experience camping, fishing. And they were different people when they got back. They had been changed by it.




  But the boats got faster and faster. Now, they’re going sixty, seventy, eighty miles an hour, coming from both ends of the park, and the park is small. You zip to the middle of the park, zip back, and you don’t hear anything, can hardly see anything while you’re doing that. People come from Fort Lauderdale to Tarpon Bay and catch a fish and they’re back home to watch the evening news. They think it’s how this park was meant to be used. Meanwhile, we have paddlers still trying to use it in a traditional, self-propelled, low-impact manner.




  The park says it was traditional to have powerboats and we need to allow traditional use. But eighty miles an hour, one hour to get from Flamingo to Everglades City is not “traditional.” The people who are paddling it; they are doing a traditional use.




  Everglades National Park is the best place there is to paddle in the wintertime. Anywhere we go or anchor, we paddle. But there are paddlers who sanitize their trip, so they are totally cocooned in safety. Before they left, they Google-Earthed where they were going and saw everything that they were going to see. They have a satellite phone and a SPOT and GPS. Don’t they want to discover anything? So maybe I am an opinionated old fart! But it gets to the point where, why go? Just read about it, see it on your screen.




  And there’s nothing out here that’s going to hurt you. There’s nothing to fall off of. There’s nothing that’s going to eat you. Unless you’re already dead. You’re not going to freeze to death. And it’s not that hot. I mean if it gets to ninety degrees, you’re on top of water, which is much cooler. Sprinkle water on your head and you cool right off. And if you get lost, me and Donna will come get you.




  John: I was telling some park people as we were paddling down the Jungle Trail that there was a person that they let get away without telling his story. His name was Ed Stefanic. He was one of the original nine employees of the park. He’s the one that laid out the Hells Bay Canoe Trail. That must have been a mind-boggling task. He continued to come down here every winter, I think, into his eighties. We would find his little commando campsites out in the backcountry where he would find himself a paurotis palm island or something to make a camp on. He had a little aluminum boat with an outboard motor, and he would go back there all by himself and fish. We always hoped to run into him. He was elusive ‘cause he was out of regulation out there. All we wanted to do was talk to him. When they opened the park, he was a ranger running around trying to catch poachers.




  When we first began bringing groups down here for a five- or six-day trip, we might see an alligator. It made the trip. The last of the alligators were hiding deep in the backcountry. Those original rangers would go out and chase the poachers, make life difficult for them. But what saved alligators was making it illegal to buy or to sell hides. When laws took away the ability for poachers to market what they poached, there was no longer a reason to do it. Conservation works. Now, the remaining nucleus of alligators has swelled out, and there’s a reason why when you leave this park, at your retirement, they give you a wooden alligator. It’s the landmark symbol of the Everglades, and that’s because we saved the last of them.




  There was this guy that went around to all of the states and determined the most remote spot in the state, furthest away from any manmade structure. The most remote spot in Florida is Highland Beach. That’s where the whales beached themselves.




  We overheard a call on the radio. A guy had spotted four whales on the beach. So we jump in this powerboat and head down there. Coming into Highland Beach, we could see big black objects up on the sand. We stopped maybe one hundred yards off the beach. I hopped out and got into the Monarch, my canoe­kayak thing.




  Donna: My role was to stay on the park radio, stay in contact with dispatch. I had just had hip replacement surgery, so I wasn’t about to jump in and try to wrestle whales.




  John: She was monitoring the whales that were still offshore, a compact group of maybe thirty or forty whales.




  Donna: They weren’t moving. They were just kind of hanging out.




  John: Up on the beach I found more than four whales, most of them partway in the water. I picked out the liveliest looking one, got in the water and got ahold of him by the tail. It felt fantastic! Like a high­quality rubber mat, wet, but firm to grab to. There’s enough cartilage, I guess, in the tail, and no slime like on a fish. When whales flap, they flap up and down, rather than side to side like a fish, so my arms were going up and down, and I was wiggling him this way, wiggling him that way, rocking him and pulling him in the water, and everything was working out well. But when you have them on their side, they’re no longer going up and down. Next time he wanted to flap—boom! he just launched my ass right out into the water. That was exciting.




  Donna: And I’m standing there going, “Oh, John!”




  John: Once I realized that was the way it was, it didn’t happen anymore. I got a couple of them in the water, and then some help from Everglades City showed up. We got some whales off the shore, but some would make a little loop and head back in. We’d go out and meet them, redirect them, and start them off again. But they didn’t have any great enthusiasm for getting back into the Gulf. And the pod didn’t have any enthusiasm for leaving.




  After we got five off and left four that were obviously dead or would be dead soon, we had to get back home. But Donna had gotten information out over the radio about the pod there and the beached whales. The next day we got a call saying there would be NOAA veterinarians coming and we were to meet them halfway. I’d say we met eleven boats there—park rangers, Fish and Wildlife folks, NOAA, and the Coast Guard.




  Donna: And pretty soon there were helicopters, TV channels. It was a zoo!




  John: That day, we got in boats behind the pod and spent hours gently herding them out to sea. I paddled right on the edge of the pod with the whale I figured was the leader. We were eye to eye for hours.




  Donna: They made little squeaking noises.




  John: Yeah. Communicated with each other. By the end of the day, we got most of the pod into water deep enough that they were not going to run aground.




  Donna: They were pilot whales. Beautiful. All black.




  John: The one that I was right alongside forever, he could have knocked me over if he wanted to. But he was very gentle. We were just in it, you know, together.




  When we first came here, we came to paddle. Then we really got into fishing and exploring, getting back where nobody else can fish. We were kind of secretive about the really good spots that we found, but we’ve learned now that the most fun we can have with our knowledge is to tell other people where to find some fish. Last year there was a boatload of guys up on Tarpon Bay and we watched them fishing in the wrong places. Finally, after hours of not catching tarpon on Tarpon Bay, they motored over to our boat and asked us, “What’s up with this?”




  We explained, well, you’re fishing like everyone else does. You’re fishing the shoreline, thinking all the fish are hiding in the mangrove roots. There are a bunch of big tarpon out there, but they are behind you, about 150 yards off shore. Go fish out there and see what happens. They weren’t gone for five minutes before they were whooping and hollering, six-foot-long fish jumping up in the air.




  And the most fun you can get with a nice cold beer is to bring on board a hot and tired paddler, give ’em a cold beer. And just watch ’em, you know. A lot of times they’ll just hold it on their head for a while.




  The Everglades in the winter is home for us now. We’ve been coming here for so many years. We move the houseboat around in the Flamingo district, have anchorage spots in different areas. Each spot is special. And it’s home.




  Usually, we’re in Otter Creek. It was the first place we came when we began to do this. This is a nice deep river with relatively fresh water, a good mix of wildlife and variety of trees. But we have some other spots we like to be. There’s an island down the bay that we call Catbird Island because it is just full of catbirds. So many of these islands are not named, and you spend a lot of time saying, “You know that little island next to the place where the creek comes out and there’s a green tree there?” So we named this Catbird Island.




  And there’s Yellow Coon Creek. One year, a long time ago, there was a commotion going on up in a tree. We were paddling by, looking, and this really old raccoon, his coat just blonde, had his head buried in a bromeliad. It had finally rained after a dry spell, and he was trying to get something to drink. He evidently was deaf and blind because we were making all this noise, and he didn’t even know we were there. We watched him for a long time, and that’s how we came to name Yellow Coon Creek. Sometimes we’ll get a call from the rangers and they’ll ask where we are. “We’re at Yellow Coon Creek.” They don’t have the nerve to say they don’t know where that is.




  We’ve named Catbird Creek, Yellow Coon Creek, Volunteer Channel, the Jungle Trail, and Sleepover Creek. A friend of ours got himself lost while he was out fishing, had to spend the night in his boat. So that’s how Sleepover Creek got named.




  John: Holy shit, look at that!




  Donna: Moon’s coming up. It’s a golden color. That’s beautiful.
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  Black mangrove at Florida Bay. Photograph by Anne McCrary Sullivan.




  John: And look over your right shoulder at the dark band between the man-groves and the water. We had a nice high tide, and it’s beginning to drop. This is a land where you get rivers that run one way for six hours and another way for the next six hours.




  We experience a lot of things out here. But we also miss a lot. I almost missed that moon. You have to be here a long time to witness the things that can happen here because you’ll be looking the other way when something goes by, or there’ll be a big splash right beside the boat, and someone will say What was that?! A lot goes unnoticed. But if you’re here long enough, you get lucky like this.




  One night we were sitting here on the Swamp Lily, out in the mangroves on a night like this, and there was a knock on the door. Two guys from Michigan were trying to find North River Chickee, and they had seen our light. They paddled right up here and knocked on the door.




  Donna: Gives you a bit of a start, a knock on the door, way out here.




  You know, we’ve gotten lost out here. We’ve found our way out. We’ve caught fish, not caught fish. We’ve camped in good weather, bad weather. We’ve been really hot and really cold. Big winds. Wishing the wind would blow.




  There’s a spot on the North River we call our hurricane hole. We’ve never been here during hurricane season, but we’ve experienced some big storms, hurricane strength winds. We take the houseboat between some islands and tie up several different ways. More than once we’ve been in there and we could feel the boat lift up from the water and come back down, lift up and come back down. And we’ve looked out the door in a black, black storm, seen whitecaps coming up the North River. It feels really good to be in the hurricane hole when that happens.




  In the park’s booklet about the volunteer program, there’s a Volunteer’s Bill of Rights. One of them says you’ve got the right to be exposed to new experiences and to learn things. We’ve had a number of good managers that have exposed us to new experiences and made us a stronger tool for the park, and it’s kept our interest up. That’s why we’re here after twenty-nine winters.
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