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[Sixteenth in a series on "naturalist-in" books.]
English-speaking West Indians are perhaps the least imaginative travelers in the
world. When I hear that someone has gone abroad on vacation I ask "Did you go
to Miami, New York, Toronto or London?" The invariable response is amazement
that I guessed so accurately. Actually, there is no trick to it, as almost no one
ever goes anywhere else. So, Miami is well known to us, which is not to say that
most West Indians have any acquaintance with wild Florida. Carr's book, then,
comes from someplace very strange.
Archie Carr (1909-1987) taught at the University of Florida and lived on a 10acre, mostly wild farm in the Suwanee Valley. His travels gave rise to very
readable books on Central America (Carr 1953), the West Indies (1956) and Africa
(1964). His most lasting legacy is probably in the conservation of sea turtles. At
a time when populations seemed steady and inexhaustible, he showed that they
were, in fact, in serious decline and so set the stage for the protection of nesting
beaches and other organized international efforts (Carr 1967, Davis 2007).
Florida is a long peninsula of the North American Continent, extending deep
into subtropical latitudes. The land is low-lying throughout, porous, and rich in
wetlands. The peninsula has at various times been submerged and lifted anew
from the sea, a major theme in its geological history. Even without sea-level
fluctuations, the constant accretions and collapsing of limestone formations
makes Florida very dynamic. There are more artesian springs here than
anywhere else in the world. Especially toward its southern end, it has many
caribbean elements found nowhere else in the continent.
The area around the Suwanee River, which drains the vast Okefenokee
Swamp, is a zone of separation between the Florida-endemic and caribbean
faunal elements to the south and the more broadly continental elements to the
north. Most of this book, a collection of writings over 50 years, derives from this
area. Appropriately, there is much attention to geologic and climatic history as it
affects the present biota.
The 25 chapters cover a range of topics, such as the maintenance of feeding
stations for buzzards, the introduced nine-banded armadillo (Dasypus
novemcinctus), carnivorous plants, and the association between spanish moss
(Tillandsia usneoides) and the live oak (Quercus virginiana). Still, Carr's main
interests are in the cold-blooded vertebrates. There are chapters on the gulf
sturgeon (Acipenser oxyrinchus) and the box turtle Terrapene carolina, another
unsubtly titled "In Praise of Snakes", and two chapters are dedicated to the
american alligator, with frequent mention of alligators elsewhere in the book.
Alligator mississippiensis is one of two living species of alligators. The other,
A. sinensis, is found in China. These are very large, amphibious, generalist

carnivores. They probably eat few fish or birds, just because they can rarely
catch them, and subsist mainly on turtles, frogs, mammals and carrion. Like
crocodiles, they are well adapted to ambush that come to water to drink. When
young they probably eat mostly crabs and insects. When mature, an alligator is
so large, armoured and fierce as to be virtually immune to natural predators.
Let me offer some practical advice at this point. Charles Waterton reported
physically subduing a large crocodile in Guyana, but he was so intent on treating
it off-handedly that he didn't actually say how he did it. Successfully wrestling
any large crocodilian requires attention to two basic facts: a) the very powerful
tail has great side-to-side speed and must be avoided, and b) the jaws close very
powerfully but open only weakly. The first trick, then, is to jump on top and
immediately wrap your legs around the body, so that the tail cannot reach you.
Then close the jaws with your hands and hold them closed (which you can usually
do with just one hand at the end). After that, the beast can thrash and roll all it
likes, probably scratching you somewhat with its feet, but it cannot do you any
real harm. I'm afraid I have no idea how to get off and away to safety.
The status of the alligator underwent considerable change in Carr's lifetime.
For a long time it was intensively hunted, resulting in a sharp decline in its range
and numbers. A ban on hunting in 1967 allowed it to return to such abundance
that it could be removed from the endangered list in less than 20 years. In my
experience, alligators are not at all rare in Florida today, perhaps roughly as
common as the spectacled caiman in Trinidad. Attacks on humans are virtually
unknown -- while some crocodiles are known to delectate humans, alligators, for
no evident reason, do not -- but in some parts of Florida they usefully keep the
dog population in check.
Unlike most reptiles, alligators and some other crocodilians make rather
elaborate nests on the shores of rivers and ponds. The female heaps together a
large mound of soil and vegetation -- so big that they can be censused from an
airplane -- which serves to keep the eggs above the changing water level. She
helps hatching young to escape upon hearing their audible croaking, and there is
reason to believe that her mothering skills improve with experience. In addition,
both females and males make dens under the banks of waterways and engage in
other kinds of digging that alter the landscape. As Carr emphasizes, "An alligator
in a pond is not just an eater of other animals in the pond, not merely the top
predator of the southeastern wet country. He is an extraordinary member of the
pond community. His excavations and dredging influence the relation between
land and water. His droppings fertilize the water and contribute to its
productivity. His comings and goings open channels and modify the succession
process by which ponds give way to marsh."
I very much appreciate Carr's writing for something he has in common with
William Beebe and Wayne Brown: One often has no idea where he is going.
Commenting on the arrival of a bird on a patch of mud, for example, he writes
"He was a snowy heron, and his coming in the stand there ... was for me a last
chink stopped in a long daydream. It was a dream of birds and behemoths and of
the smallness of the world, and its essence is this: the snowy heron resembles
mastodons." Now, admit it, you didn't see that coming. It is the lead-in to a

disquisition on snowy egrets associating with cattle in the familiar manner of
cattle egrets. And, like Beebe and Brown, Carr has a good sense of punch-line.
He also has a fine eye for biological questions and no hesitation in setting
forth a scientific problem to which he has no solution, effectively offering it to
anyone who wants to take a crack at it. He seems especially fond of adaptive
enigmas. If a species consistently does something that seems to make no
biological sense, he wants to know why, and if he can't figure it out, well, he
would very much like someone else to give it a try.
Edward O. Wilson said that "No writer exceeds Carr in his ambidextrous
handling of human and natural history." This requires some comment. Many
nature writers give considerable attention to persons and society, as something of
interest in itself. This is not Carr's way, and one finds no character sketches or
remarks on manners. Rather, he is very much interested in human beings as
creatures in nature, with an impact on nature, not so very different from his
interest in alligators. When Carr first came to Florida in the 1930s, it was largely
unknown to naturalists. William Bartram and John Muir had been there and
written interesting things about it, but they were just visiting. During his
lifetime, Carr saw Florida's wildlands go from apparently secure to threatened
preserves. No chapter of A Naturalist in Florida is explicitly devoted to
conservation concerns, but they are a theme throughout. He foresees an ongoing
battle, but also finds "reason for optimism over the state of nature and man in
Florida".
In reviewing Hans Boos's book on the snakes of Trinidad & Tobago some years
ago, I took the view that ophidiophilia could serve as a strong force for
conservation, as people who appreciate snakes can be counted on to stand up for
wild nature as a whole. I thought this was terribly original, but now I find that
Carr already made the same point, more elegantly: "A man who feels in his bones
that snakes must be kept in the woods will be the proper stuff for the struggle
coming."
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