











(right) An island roost; (below) Jason Stine
spies an endangered small-toothed sawfish.

Oysters were a staple of the Calusa tribe’s
diet; roughly 4,000 years ago, piles of
discarded shells dotted the islands, which
rose just a few feet above sea level and
flooded during every hurricane. The | novelKilling Mi er Watsom 1990.) heavy rains, this bounty is primarily a re
Calusa were tired of the flooding, and These brave souls came because th{ sult of freshwater feeding into saltwater
noticed that the only dry spots were | abundance of plant and animal life waswhich makes the region prime real estate
the tops of these piles. It may have beeworth the humidity, isolation, lack of | for two things: animal nurseries, and, in
trash, but dry is dry, so they decided | freshwater and, of course, mosquitoes turn, feeding zones for predators. There
to move to higher ground by piling the that would send most of us running far is extreme biodiversity, and the latest
shells until some of the heaps one of| colder, drier hills. There were alligators creatures to find themselves drawn to it
which is now Chokoloskee were 22 | and birds to hunt, fish to catch and fettilre naturalists like Stine.
feet tall. land to farm. (Also, many of the first pio A few hours into the tour, after

It wasn't the first time neers like Mr. Watson may | spotting dolphins, alligators, turtles,
the Calusa had manipu have valued the isolation, fish and many birds, Stine anchors just
lated the environment. as it kept them far from off one of the outer islands. We kayak
Previously, they the reach of the law)) ashore, and there, he gasps and points|at
had discovered Since then, a 5-foot-long fish with what looks like
that the Jamaican many attempts a 1.5-foot chainsaw protruding from its
dogwood tree have been made, nose, swimming back and forth. We've
contained a to control the happened upon an extremely rare,
substance that water flow into | endangered small-toothed sawfish. “Yo
could paralyze and out of the may not know it, but you are very lucky
fish; when high Everglades for he says. “Some people go through thei
tides came into the agricultural, hous | whole lives trying to see one of these
islands’ bays, they'd ing development and things. They exist in very few places.”
drop the powder in the transportation reasons.  As we wade up to the mysterious
water and wait for the fish These attempts, like creature, | realize that Stine, who
to float to the surface. As Stine the time developers thought | was impressed by the bald eagles and
notes, “To carve out an existence in suéhwould be a good idea to drain the | dolphins that we spotted earlier, wasn't
a harsh environment, you've got to hav&verglades, have had devastating effecstually surprised by any of them.
a lot of things figured out.” In recent years, scientists discovered thiddging from his excitement, this is

Thousands of years later, the ecosystems from Lake Okeechobee allsomething different.
bigger shell mounds accumulated soil the way to the Keys depend on the health It appears that there are still secrets
and were farmed by homesteaders andof the Everglades, and many hope thatbeneath the surface of this fascinating
plantation owners. (One of them was| the new Everglades Restoration Projecplace that with a good effort at restora
Edgar Watson, a sugar cane plantationwill bring it back to its pre-drainage statdon we may still yet discoveM
owner whose death at the hands of the  Despite the project’s infancy, this
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residents of Chokoloskee was fictional part of the Everglades seems to be in
ized in Peter Matthiessen’s bestselling bloom all year long. In addition to the

and from Ft. Myers. Details can be found at
midwestairlines.com
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