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Ultimately, | verglades culture is one that combines an l-can
wrestle-gators sw agger with a sincere admiration of the great outdoors
an cthos inherited from the hardy proneers who settled this forbid
ding area in the 19th and early 20th centuries. and the even hardier
Seminoles. who spent much of the 1800s successiully outw itting the
US Armvin its swamps
Butch Wilson is from Clewiston, the sugar company town in the
shadow of Lake Okeechobee. where the | verglades begin. He is the
sixth generation of his family to live in Florida and the third genera
tion to live within sight of Okeechobee. He grew up bass hshing and frog
hunting and worked for U.S. Sugar for 32 vears. He Is now curator of
the Clewiston Museum. a regional history gallery attached 1o the local
chamber of commerce. The untamed nature of the landscape is some
thing that remains close to Wilson'’s heart. “That world « ame right up
to us; you didn't have to 20 lar to be in the Fve rglades — the saw grass
was in vour backdoor,” he recalls
Gary Thompson, a third generation charter fisherman from
Everglades City, savs the landsc ape is something he never grows tired
of admiring during his re gular excursions around the Ten Thousand
Islands. "How mam people can sav they 've watched a gator build a nest?
And then watched that gator lay its eggs? And then watched the babw
gators pulled out by the mama? Well. I've seen it a dozen times There's
nothing else like it
For the area’s inhabitants — whether their families have been here
tor 10 years or 500 — it's not just a general appreciation of the outdoors
s an infatuation with the Everglades themselves. Mary 1 igertail. who
works at Billic Swamp Safari, loves the Everglades best during the sum
mer when the downpours are torrential and the water is high around the
clusters of cypress trees. This reminds her of her vouth when her family
lived in chickees and bathed in the brac ing water ol an outdoor hand
pump. “It's peace and quict,” she says of life on the Big ( Y Press reserva
tion. "1 you respect [the gators and snakes]. they don't mess with vou
She adds with a chuckle: “Besides. no alligator 1s ever going 1o rob you
In the city though. vou never know
Ranger Tony Terry has barely left the area in his 16 vears here I got
into the park service for this park.” he says proudly. As part of the job
he has chased down poachers of endangered species and detained fish
ermen smuggling drugs. He once helped relocate a gator that decided
to take regular naps in campground bathrooms, much to the dismay of
visitors. For Terry, the job is an opportunity to help look after an envi
ronment he holds in high esteem. On his davs off. he doesn't lcave the
Everglades: he goes in de eper. | get into my canoe and go fishing
And that's where he finds himself in the glades, where mangrove
islets hover just above a watery horizon. “This place has survived so
much,” he says thoughtfully as he observes a crocodile bobbing gently
under the ranger station’s dock. “It’s survived [deve loper] Henry Hagler
it s survived road building; it’s survived the recent real-estate boom
Ihe Everglades has a lot to say.” Listen closely. You mas hind that vou
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