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Foreword   
Michael Grunwald

For the first 5,000 years the Everglades existed, people 
mostly avoided it. And the Americans who started exploring 
it in the nineteenth century mostly hated it.
 They described it as an impenetrable, abominable, God-for-
saken morass, “suitable only for the haunt of noxious vermin 
or the resort of pestilential reptiles.” They dreamed of “improv-
ing” it, “reclaiming” it, converting it from soggy wasteland into 
productive farmland, developing it from useless wilderness into 
subtropical paradise, draining its uninhabitable swamps to cre-
ate an Empire of the Everglades. And eventually, their dreams 
came true. They transformed America’s last frontier. 
 It took more than a century, but after all the visionary 
schemes and Florida swampland jokes, the ecosystem stretch-
ing from Walt Disney World down to the Keys now supports 7 
million residents, 60 million annual tourists and 400,000 acres 
of sugar farms. The eager beavers of the Army Corps of Engi-
neers and South Florida Water Management District now con-
trol just about every drop of water that falls on the region. In 
the rainy season, they whisk excess floodwaters into the Ever-
glades and its estuaries, ravaging the ecosystem; in the dry sea-
son, they essentially sink 7 million straws into the Everglades 
and Lake Okeechobee, creating structural droughts that also 
ravage the ecosystem. But even more than air conditioning, bug 
spray or Social Security, it was their water management that 
made South Florida safe for one of the most spectacular devel-
opment booms in human history.
 The thing is, now that half the Everglades is gone, and the 
other half is an ecological mess, we’ve realized it was pretty 
amazing the way it used to be. We no longer think of wetlands 
as wastelands. So the United States has launched the largest 
environmental restoration project in the history of the planet 

to try to resuscitate the River of Grass. We’ve acknowledged 
our abusive relationship with nature in South Florida, and 
we’re trying to make amends. It’s a monumental task, and it 
will take time to complete. It’s one thing to say the water of the 
Everglades ought to be clean; it’s another thing to scrub it as 
clean as the natural Everglades, which was significantly cleaner 
than Evian. But today, no politician would dream of describing 
the Everglades as a pestilential hellhole that ought to be devel-
oped. Left-wingers, right-wingers, buffalo-wingers, you name 
it; everyone describes the Everglades as a national treasure that 
ought to be revived. It really has become America’s wetland.
 Environmentalists like to say that the Everglades is a test: 
If we pass, we may get to keep the planet. It’s true. Everglades 
restoration has become the model for similarly massive plans 
to revive American ecosystems like the Great Lakes, the Chesa-
peake Bay, and Louisiana’s coastal wetlands, as well as global 
ecosystems like the Pantanal, the Okavango Delta and the Gar-
den of Eden marshes of Iraq. In the twenty-first century, water 
will become more precious than oil, and if Miami-Dade and Bro-
ward Counties can’t figure out how to share water, while leaving 
enough for the gators and otters, it’s hard to imagine how Israel 
and Syria will manage. The Everglades is an ideal canvas for res-
toration, with plenty of science, plenty of rain, plenty of land in 
public hands and plenty of money. It’s got an amazing political 
commitment from federal and state governments. If we can’t 
save the Everglades, what can we save?
 So the world wants to know if sustainability can be more 
than a buzzword in South Florida. But those of us who live here 
have even more at stake in the answer. The economic health of 
Florida depends on the health of the Everglades, and not just 
because of the millions of fishermen, birdwatchers, hunters, 
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As a child of North Florida, even the whisper of its name would send my imagination 
reeling. Conjuring fanciful lands of verdant forests teeming with orchids, aviaries, preda-
tory cats, and prehistoric reptiles, the Everglades seemed more like a dreamscape than an 
actual place in my home state. 
 By all measures, I was already surrounded by a bounty of natural wonders. Crystal 
clear springs, live oak canopies, wetland prairies, and freshwater lakes were only minutes 
from my doorstep in Gainesville. I spent the latter part of my childhood romping through 
the blackwater creeks and backwoods oases developing a deep bond with Florida’s bot-
tomlands. The humid swamps, full of spirit and verve, became my photographic training 
grounds and the foundation for a lifelong love affair. 
 Many people feel uncomfortable with the idea of wading into Florida’s blackwater, but 
this is what I loved about growing up in the Sunshine State. For many of us, we live with 
a latent but very palpable fear that when we put our toes into the water there might be 
something much more ancient, much more adapted than we are. Knowing that you’re not 
top dog is a welcomed discomfort, I think. It's not often in our modern urban age that we 
get the chance to feel vulnerable or consider that the world may not have been made for 
just us. So I sought out the areas where concrete yields to forest, and pines turn to cypress. 
I found refuge in the sodden landscapes and viewed the mosquitoes, reptiles, and various 
discomforts as the tangible affirmations that I had found true wilderness. And I embraced 
them wholly. As satisfied as I could be, there was something about South Florida—some-
thing about the subtropics in particular—that I longed for. 
 Perhaps it was the whimsical names that piqued my interest. Places like Fakahatchee 
Strand, Okeechobee, Loxahatchee, Corkscrew Swamp, and Big Cypress were a few among 
the many that tugged at my adolescent curiosity and beckoned exploration. For years I 
plotted and schemed ways of getting to the Everglades, my lowcountry Mecca. 
 Finally, at fifteen years old, my dad and I ventured south to spend a week kayaking 
along the Wilderness Waterway in the Ten Thousand Islands. For five days, we paddled to 
remote chickees and camped on mangrove islands experiencing the coastal fringe of the 
western Everglades. 

  A fledgling osprey awaits breakfast. Central Florida Bay.
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  Spikerush dominates shallow water providing food for waterfowl and habitat for fishes. Lake Okeechobee.
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  Spikerush and silverside fish. Lake Okeechobee.
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  In the dry season American alligators resort to a rarely documented behavior—launching out of the water and crashing down upon fishes. Everglades National Park.
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  Summer rainstorm at sunset. Snake Bight.
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  An adult roseatte spoonbill and shorebirds. Lake Ingraham.

  Summer clouds on Florida Bay. Key Largo..
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