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6 Alph the Sacred River

What Will Become of It?

The state with the prettiest name,
the state that floats in brackish water
held together by mangrove roots.

Elizabeth Bishop

I am somewhere inside the vortex of Blue Spring, way past the 
“Prevent Your Death: Go No Farther” sign at sixty feet, and far 
beyond the muted glow of surface light. 
 The river that Blue feeds has been gradually warming, and 
the warm-blooded manatees who overwinter here have just left. 

Gar in clear run of Blue Spring.
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Except for a few snorkelers back up in the shallow run, my dive buddy and I 
are alone in the spring. The only illumination down here is portable, hand-
held. And like the trail of exhaust bubbles from my regulator, it tethers me 
to the surface with my own limitations. Scuba tanks, face masks, containers 
of light—they are all reminders of how unsuited we humans are to immerse 
ourselves in the most primal and universal element of all.
 Here, near the 120-foot-deep bottom of this limestone chasm, I am as 
aware as I have ever been of the pervasive power and magic of water. All but 
invisible, it arises from a dark slot in the rock, flailing me like a rag doll with 
its energy.
 If underground water fuels the veins and capillaries that sustain our Flor-
ida physiography, then I am squarely inside a natural incision, a place where 
the liquid transports itself to the surface, where science meets myth and 
culture head on. The naturalist William Bartram sat on the banks of Blue 
once, and later wrote in wonder of the “diaphanous fountain” that surged 
just below. He wrote likewise about Salt, and Manatee Springs. In all of his 
travels, nothing seemed to touch him as fully. His descriptions inspired the 
Romantic poet Coleridge to write of Kubla Khan, where Alph the sacred 
river ran, through caverns measureless to man. I would give all I have if Bar-
tram could be next to me today, could feel the full sway of this natural “ebul-
lition,” down here inside of Alph.
 Looking closely in the soft rock around me, I see subliminal clues to the 
prehistoric sea that accrued to form first the platform, and then the crust of 
Florida. The clues are fossilized shells, still ribbed like a cockle, or cupped 
round like a clam. They are welded together by the dust of Eocene coral, 
whale skull, oceanic sand, an assemblage of calcium turned white as bone.
 Even the manatees are a reminder of this oceanic genesis. I have encoun-
tered them underwater before, have seen the residual but distinct toenails 
on their front flippers, visual evidence of their own long and convoluted 
genetic journey from sea to land, and then back again.
 But if the fossils and the manatees are an aide-mémoire to the core fiber 
of both people and place, the most urgent reminder is the fierce upwelling 
itself. Isotopes of water have been dated in Florida springs. And although 
a water molecule seldom stays in the atmosphere for more than ten days, 
when hidden in the dark fissures and bedding planes in the rock—as it is 
here—it may remain so for ten thousand years or more.
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58   ·   the peace of blue

 It is inescapable. The water that pushes and shoves me around in the 
throat of Blue once fell on uplands as rain millennia ago, fell on and around 
the earliest native Americans who lived here. They drank it, bathed in it, 
were nurtured by it.
 How did they regard it? Of the Timucua—here along the St. Johns for at 
least four thousand years before the Europeans arrived—we know at least 
shards of their language. Of their words, there were five different ones for 
trust, six for virtue. But there was only one root word for water. Dew, rain-
fall, pond, river, lake, lagoon. It is all ibi. Perhaps it differed in context or pro-
nunciation or modification. Nonetheless, it is ibi going in, and ibi coming 
back out. Ibi, a liquid god that rendered this once-arid sandbar and savanna 
luxuriant, that made it a jungle, warm, wet, and wildly productive.
 The Timucua had a reverence for this water, as they did for all of nature. 
Their deities were woven into it, and not separate from it, not safely con-
tained to a one-hour sermon, one day a week. Ibi held fish and snails, fed 
wildlife, watered crops, floated dugouts, gave life. In storms and in drown-
ing, it also took life away.
 So it was, too, for the Muskogean-speakers who migrated here when the 
Timucua were vanquished. The brave warrior Coacoochee hid out with a 
band of two hundred in the wild swamps of the nearby Wekiva River dur-
ing the Second Seminole War. Coacoochee reported the spirit of his twin 
sister once visited him from the land of souls, offering him a cup of pure 
water from the spring of the Great Spirit. “And if I should drink of it,” said 
Coacoochee, “I should return and live with her forever.”
 Water was enchantment, certainly. But it was also deeply respected, 
feared and honored, held close to the heart in both mystery and awe. It was 
sacred.

• • •
Water has shaped culture in Florida from the very first moment humans 
stepped foot on this ancient sea-bottom terrace. When they arrived twelve 
thousand years or more ago, the peninsula was dry, and nearly twice as large 
as it is today. Few modern rivers or springs flowed as they do, and these 
nomadic Paleo-Indians encamped around limestone catchments on prairies 
and at mouths of coastal rivers, sites now inundated with the sea.
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