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Everglades National Park – On a whim, as I was driving from Miami to Key Largo, I took a right turn and headed west to Everglades National Park.  I had been to the northern region of this park last year with a group following a cruise, but I was not aware of the considerable size of the park, nor that it covered so many square miles while reaching the southern tip of mainland Florida.  Basically the Everglades covers one half of southern Florida.
My first stop was at the Ernest F. Coe Visitor Center where Ben, a young park ranger, provided the obligatory park brochure, but also considerable advice on what to do during a 2-3 hour visit.  His recommendation was to stop at “Royal Palm” - only a few miles into the park, but the location of  “the best walking trail” anywhere nearby.   “There are two trails there,” he explained, “but definitely do the Anhinga Trail first.  I guarantee that you will see some alligators and all sorts of other interesting wildlife.” 
Ben was correct.  We were only about 150 yards into Anhinga when we spotted our first gator.   It was a decent size, maybe 7 feet in length, and was apparently napping under  some overhanging tree branches in a marshy setting.  The trail is elevated with railing, so even the small children walking the trail were in no danger.  A few minutes later we found a smaller alligator, also apparently sleeping.  Its resting spot was no more than a few feet under an elevated bridge.  This gal/dude  (no idea of its sex - I have no clue, nor any interest, in learning how to sex gators) was only about three feet in length, most of which seemed to be its teeth.  We saw several other gators during our Anhinga Trail walk, which is just under a mile.
The water surrounding the trail was surprisingly clear and often shallow enabling us to see countless fish and several large turtles.  Many of the fish were unmistakably bass, but the really fast swimmers were the Florida gar.  These have a blunt nose with a long thin mouth of irregularly spaced teeth which reminded me of a barracuda who has not seen a dentist.  We saw all sizes of this fish which seemed to be able to accelerate from “0 to 60” in a heartbeat.  They are covered with olive brown spots on a long thin body which bulges in the middle.   It reminded me of a toothy baseball bat.  A ranger told me that they can be eaten, but that he has never found a fisherman who enjoys the taste.  “Maybe,” he said, “it’s because everyone is afraid that they will accidentally eat some of the roe, which are very toxic.”
We had plenty of time remaining on our schedule, so we started the other trail at Royal Palm, the Gumbo-Limbo Trail.   Having lived for a couple of years in southern Mississippi, I was well aware of gumbo, a thick, flavored Creole stew said to have originated in southern Louisiana.  I also was familiar with limbo, one of the dance crazes of my youth.  So what can these two possibly have in common???   It turns out that the gumbo-limbo is a type of tree native to tropical regions in south Florida, Mexico, and other similar climates in the Americas.  It is a large, semi-evergreen tree with a copper-colored bark.   On the trees we saw on our walk, where the bark had peeled off, the tree is red and shiny.   Apparently, according to some of the signage we saw, it is often referred to by locals as “the tourist tree” because “the tree’s bark is red and peeling, like the skin of a sun-burnt tourist.”   Another sign told us that, prior to molded plastic, the gumbo-limbo was used for making carousel horses because its wood is very easy to carve.  I realized that I may have sat on gumbo-limbo many times while riding my favorite carousel in San Diego’s Balboa Park fifty years ago.
Leaving nature quickly behind, we drove a few miles west to a historic, now abandoned, Nike Hercules missile base which was created at the height of the Cold War here in the depths of the Everglades.  What a contrast with our nature walks!  In response to the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, the U.S. realized that its southern border was exposed to Cuba-based Russian missiles and bombers capable of delivering nuclear warheads to major cities in the South and on the East Coast.  This U.S. base with its own arsenal of 41-foot 40-kiloton nuclear tipped weapons and accompanying air defense missiles was completed in 1964 by the Army Corps of Engineers.  The site was deactivated in 1979, but the remaining buildings (including an empty dog kennel!) have been kept as a reminder of the seriousness of the Cold War.
We plan to return to Everglades Park on our way back to Miami so that we can explore other areas, including boat tours from Flamingo into Florida Bay and some of the mangrove estuaries in the region. Sometimes a whim can take you to some fascinating new discoveries!
I thought you might like to know.
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