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The A[[] gators of Florida
F1 nding Prehistoric Perfection

Scory by Julie Newsome
Images by Michael Ramy




‘Gators Galorc’

T he sense of anticipation is Palpab]e aswe load ourgearand step down from the dock into the boat
and take ourseats as the ropesare loosed from the cleats and we shove off. Everg exciting moment the
jc’c boatflies across the surface of | ittle | ake George
near Falatka, ]:loricla brings us closer to the left curve
Jve now become familiar with as our turn into the
Ocklawaha River. Qurfocus from the wide expanse of
lake graclua”g narrows into a channel of gent]9 Howing
water which zigzags in lazg turns with the current, subt!y
Pu”ing the craft into a labgrinth of curving, knotted
vegetation skimming the banks of the Ocala National
Forest. | he twisted roots of ancient Cypress and
Falm trees gather into a restricting barricac{e, c]oaking
swamp marshes that disappear from sigh’c behind the
camouﬂage of lighbrestrictinggucca and Pa]m fronds.

The skg overhead is brig!ﬂt with the clarity of eariy
afternoon sun]ight Pouring down upon us. ] am grate?ul for the exPeriencecl guide at the helm, easi|3
steering the custom designcd camera tour boat around the seeminglg endless turns we make up river to
the Salt SPrings. Manatees?requentthese imPeccably clearwaters, g]iding natura”y camouﬂagedjust
below the surface.

Still, the surroundings are vibrant13
colorful and teeming with all manner of birds.
Waders, birds of prey, and a Particu]ar
favorite subject for Photographers stoked
fora clﬂa”enge; the King}cisher, arather small
but amazing]g swift little bird able to evade
caPture before you can get the lens of the
camera to your face! | ook out in any
direction! Search carelcung enough andthere
are Osprey and Eagles to be sPottcd inthe

tallest of old forest growth Perchecl
motion]ess]y, escaping detection as ’chey spy out a meal. Long leggecl E_grcts wade, Fis!'n'ng through
shallow Poo]s hiddenbeneath massive, coiled ropes of rootedvines. NestingGreat B!ue [erons mimic
tight rope Pchormcrs, balancing Precariouslg upon the very tiPs of the l’lig!ﬁest tree branches.

lt is a visual assault on your clepth of field Perception in this Primordia! world. ]t’s difficult to
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concentrate on one item of interest because of the next new ’ching haPPening right now, especia”y when
Pivoting in the bow seat constructed sPeciFicallg for Photographers, a”owing them to easilg swivel full
circle rapidlg in different Photograp!'lic opportunit9 atanyvarying speecl the boat may use. Jtbecomes
immediate|3 clear that this tour/workshop event
hasbeen cxceptionang well tlnoug!'lt out, desigmcd,
and Prepared bg a Prcncessional outdoorsman |
wildlife Photograpl'ler, conservation enthusiast
and riverguide who has contributed considerable
hours of diligent research, Pcrsonal Funcling, and
years of remote location exP]oration exPeriencc
in an effort to clcvelop a streamlined method of
safe access into these Pristine, yet comcusing

waterwags for ’chosc more reluctant to navigate

isolated, unfamiliar Places alone.

Keacl'n'ng a bit of sandbar along the river we bank the boat, taking a break for a quick lunch and a
stretch, marve!ing when told we've a]ready been gone over two hours. Sett]ing back in for the next
stretch of the triP we notice that the temperature has climbcd, and we’re told to keep acloser eye out
for a”igators who like to bask in the sun on the Partia“g exPosed Cypress roots at the edge of the
water. |t's estimated that F]orida alone has a Population of all sizes and ages of a”igators in excess of
1.3 millionfound throughout saltand fresh water regions of the state. Theg canlive to be Fi]ctg years old,
can weig!ﬁ inat 800lbs,and are caPaHe oFlightning swift movement with an abilit9 to climb screen doors,
low lginglimbs and fences! Tl’\is is no Place to be exP]oring a]one.Ang confrontation with these massive
reptilcs presents a calculated risi<, requiring focused attention and aju&icious distance of territorial
respect. Distraction is the Potentia! for real danger. Ac{renaline pumps and your heart Pounds, yet
movement must be minimal and controlled. You've reached the edge of acute sensory overload!

Ketuming to the lake before dark is a wise (and we!comed) mandate indeed!
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[Five minutes later we spota rather large (Gator stretched out on a l’luge old ]og, silent and still.
The engine idles slow]y as ourguide exPer’clg maniPulates the boatinto Prime PositioningForthe shutter
bugs aboard to engage this Primc situation to capture images of an amazing, rePtilian giant sunbathing

in it’s native habitat. We're also aware we

are bcing watched! An instant later the
claric, rugged shape exP!ocles intothe water,
whipping itinto a boiling ICTCHZ\lj with its tail,
disappearing into nothiﬂgness as we all
regain our composure, and prepare for
whatever haPPens next. ] gaze at the now
still surface of the lagoon and shiver,
knowing that beneath this Picturesque,
serenclg beautiful watery landscapc swim
magnhcicent creatures ] remain truthFu”g
intimidated 53 but respectxcullg in awe of,
haPPilﬂ close enough through this

exceptional tour ogcring to recognize an
exPaﬂcling admiration for the natural world.
Although itis laterin the afternoon and the light has lost the white hot intensity that amplhcics keen
eclges and intensifies color, ]’m Pleased with the softer angle of ]ight now creating and enhanciﬂg the
more dimensional slﬁapcs of shadows splaged across the clrhcting current. (_ooler air stirs the canopy
into a slow motion dance. Evergwhere we look is a readg made backc{rop to Position any creature
Poiscd or moving, for a camera shot, complete with a Plethora of comPositional elements for arranging
a caPtivating image. E_ach individual in our party is Fu”g alert, animated with senses Primed, waiting
expectancy forthe unlimited Potcntia]s we’re now certain may happcn any moment. ]ncidcnta] a”igators
along the way are being counted, and we begin a closer insPection of several individual a”igators,
noticingsuch ’chings as missinglimbs, tail leng’chs, overall leng’ch, exposed teeth, lgingabove the waterline
or Partia“g submergecl. Wejoke about the one who sports a definite grin, albeit in hushed tones!
We drift easilg fora

bit as it seems the

surroun&ings have become
calmer, quicter. [Fach of
us appears to be lost in
our own thoughts, and for
mgse]]c] am simplg trgingto

retain this consuming
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assault on my senses as ourguide silentlg taps me on the shoulder and Points to the water at my left
hand, now merel3 fourfeet deep and crgs’ca] clear revca]ing two Manatee are gliding beside the boat as
it enters in the Salt 5Prings. Beneath us are numerous, cl—xuming “boils” where the force of
unclerground sPrings bubble up from the depths, tumblingthe sand constantlg, dePositing it around the
edges of each individual spring. The water here is mesmerizing, reﬂecting a multitude of shimmering
colors, yet being here in March it’s still a bit too chi“g fora swim, however inviting!

After a brief docking to move and
stretch our ]egs a bit, it’s obvious]y time to
begin the remaining Portion of the river
exploration and return to the lake in
anticipation of the sunset, which a steady
gathering of clouds indicate could become
a stunning displag of color before heading
to the lodge for the evening. We take a
brief, alternate route back up a minor

tributarg which will return us to the main

river. Once more |'m convinced that
without the exPeriencecl knowlcdge of our comPetentguide, none of us in this tour party would be out
here. T here are far too many real Potentials for danger in this location, and altlnoug!ﬂ the boat is
abundant]g outfitted with Marine Broaclcasting and GFS systems, Lhce Freservers, suPP!ies and
rations, | have every confidence in the man now standing behind the wheel steering us at an increased
sPeed, but with a keen eye alertto every movement in the environment we glide through. He alone also
knows where we are! Jtis a bit chi”ing to considerthe Possibilit}j of beinglos’c orturned around out here,
esPecia”g at nightl ]t’s obvious }39 his calm demeanor evergthing is under control and Proceeding
accor&ing to schedule.

As the onlg person on the boat
who is curren’ciy not a Photograp!ﬂer, l
am both an artist and a writer, left to
sort ’cl'lrough all of this incredible
panorama unFoldingbeFore me inorder
to convey the amazing beaut\g of this
wild, wonderful river and the creatures
who belong here. While the
Photographers may have an advantage
in that instant click of the lens to

caPture and recorcl the visual
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Perspective surrouncling them, | have tofocus in’censelg torecordin my memory all that | have witnessed
today. Not onlg have ] been included in an incredible adventure into a Primorclial world to exPerience
the full impact of ecological bio-diversitg “first I’lancl”, | am changed bg it.

There are countless PersPectives l once had of mysel]cas an active Participant inwild life aclvocacg,
as | have supported numerous groups such as Sierra (lub, (Green Peace, and World Wild | ife Fund
from my carliest co”ege clags. T his tour of the St. _John's River has left a very cleeP imPression in my
heart that | Persona”y must move from the sidelines of environmental concern to take more committed
action toward Preserving the wonder of the natural world we have the Privilege to live in.

When | say that | am a different

person now, ] know that it is because ]

Fina”y cauglﬂt a g]impse of trulg remote
wildernessthrough the egeso?a naturalist
whose love and aPPreciation for nature
echoes in the Passionate insistence with
which he seeks to Photograp!'l amazing
images to bringbac‘(anc{ share with others
from isolated locations of unaltered
beauty. He seesthe rePti]ian monster the

WOFICI ca“s an a”igator and aCl(ﬂOWlCdgCS

its’ danger; and yet, Pointing to the

symmetry and Pa’cteming of its hicle, the Powerin itsjaw, see how egortlessly itslices tlnrough the water,
completely camouﬂagedl There isan apparentsense of awe and aPPreciation forthe mysteriousmcorces
which meld dangerwith beautg togetlner inanendless Po]aritg which cons’can’c!g instigates and supplies
an overwhelming desire and curiosity to go farther afield into new territory in scarch of those hidden
oPPor’cunities to witness the grand scheme of earth and skg first hand, ‘uP close and Personal’ as tlneg

say. Because ] have beenfavored with aninvitation to share inthis incredible lhcestgle) ] anticiPate many

exciting aclventuresjust waiting to be discovered . gu,&s d\/‘ianoma




