
hurricane or when folks who bought pythons realized they
couldn’t handle them, literally, and released them into the Park.
As large and dangerous as they are, there’s only a slim chance,
the Ranger tells the couple, that they will see one.

They won’t see lions or unicorns either, although Michael
Grunwald in his book The Swamp writes of a British man who
reported their presence here in the sixteenth century. The man
later admitted he was wrong. 

Evidently a lot of people bring misconceptions to the
Glades, not just about native wildlife but about the landscape
itself. They drive through the Coe entrance expecting to come
upon an immense blackwater swamp shaded with towering,
moss-draped trees. And there are such places in the Park, like
Big Cypress to the northwest, but most of what they’ll see is
sawgrass, a brown sedge that thrives in the potassium-starved
muck which developed over a limestone base some five
thousand years ago.

The Indian name for it translates as “Grassy Water.” Marjory
Stoneman Douglas, an important force in efforts to preserve the
Everglades, called it a “River of Grass” because the sawgrass
thrived in a wide, shallow stream meandering slowly
southward from Lake Okeechobee.

On the drive from the Coe entrance to Flamingo you pass
miles of sawgrass prairies evenly edged
against the horizon, the perspective broken
only by dwarf cypress, a stretch of pine
forest, or the occasional hammock. The
scenery may seem monotonous to some
but, in a way, that’s the point – the vastness
of the shallow plains beneath an unbroken
Florida sky, the quiet, the distant flicker of
a white heron’s wings. There is nothing like
it anywhere else.

Closer to Flamingo the perspective
changes. The road is walled in by
subtropical greenery, behind which are
ponds and lakes bordered by the largest
mangrove estuary in the Western
Hemisphere. Mangroves are the other basic
life force of the Glades because they trap

sediment in the flowing water. To move among
the mangroves and lakes you take the boat tour I
mentioned. Another tour takes you south into the
jade shallows of Florida Bay.

Whether you make the drive to Flamingo or
not – the road is open twenty-four hours – a must
stop is the Anhinga Trail. Here in one arena you
can see at close range a sawgrass prairie, the muck
below, ponds, flowing water, thick foliage,
mangroves, and many species of Glades wildlife.
To get there you turn at the sign for the Royal
Palm Visitor Center. It’s not far from the Coe
entrance. (When you park, note the warning
about vultures. Vultures devour carcasses. That’s
fine, but they also eat rubber and, if you threaten
one that happens to be nibbling on your
windshield wiper, it could spew in your face a
mushy fastball of . . . well, you
get the picture.)

Anyway, the Anhinga Trail is a raised wooden catwalk that
divides into separate loops and circles back. Take away the
unique background and it would be like visiting a south
Florida zoo without cages and fences. The herons and ibises
and wood storks and turtles and gators and otters and you-
name-it go about their business and don’t seem to mind our
peering at them from a few feet away. We’re just another
species – Plato’s featherless bipeds –  some of us with long
snouts (telephoto lenses) that cast shadows here and there
but otherwise seem harmless.

Oh, if those poor creatures only knew!!
If certain of the featherless bipeds had had their way, the

Anhinga Trail might be a sidewalk in a suburban sprawl, a
mall parking lot, or the tarmac for an airport. The “Ever”-
glades would exist only as a misnomer of history. 

It’s too complicated to detail here, but the near
destruction of the Glades dates back to the plume and
alligator hunters in the early twentieth century. The threat
continued when politicians, including more than one Florida
governor, wanted to drain the “useless swamp” to create more
land for developers and planters. As Michael Grunwald notes,
real estate campaigns for lots in the “Empire of the
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