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Introduction

The Everglades wetlands once flowed naturally south from Lake 
Okeechobee to Florida Bay. Everyone, from the earliest explorers for-
ward, speculated on the possible drainage of the shallow flowing wet-
lands (a true “wetlands,” which should not be classified as a “river”) 
and its future uses. In the first decade of the twentieth century, drain-
age in southeastern Florida was initiated. In southeast Florida, canals 
were cut to Lake Okeechobee, and Okeechobee’s water then drained 
into the Atlantic. As foretold, the drained lands became fields or 
homesites on the lower southeastern coast from Palm Beach to Mi-
ami. Even the former Everglades wetlands south of Lake Okeechobee 
became dry enough to be farmed.
 But, during the Hurricane of 1928, wind and heavy rainfall swept 
over Lake Okeechobee, pushing floodwaters over the southern banks, 
drowning hundreds of farming families and their immigrant workers. 
It was Florida’s first natural disaster.
 President Herbert Hoover set about to see that this would never 
happen again. He supported the building of a massive dike four sto-
ries high around the lake. In this engineering feat, Lake Okeechobee’s 
flow was further diverted through rivers to the east and west. So, in-
stead of the lake’s waters forming the Everglades, from that time on, 
most of the water flow to the Everglades wetlands was cut off.
 Only after the Hoover Dike was built could the towns on the south-
ern perimeter of the lake—towns that should never have been built 
in the Everglades floodplain in the first place—and the vast acres of 
agriculture that supported them be considered safe. But their safety 
came at the expense of the Everglades wetlands.
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 It wasn’t long before the consequences of man messing with nature 
appeared: those very fields became a man-made desert because all of 
the water had been rerouted! While on the coasts, with the former 
hydraulic balance of the Everglades’ water obliterated, there was salt-
water intrusion from the Atlantic Ocean. And, in the drought-ridden 
Everglades wetlands that bordered the eastern cities, fires of putrid 
“muck” smoke smoldered away in the overlying peat bogs seasonally 
and intermittently for decades, wreaking havoc on the sinuses and 
allergies of all who lived in the vicinity.
 The Everglades was still there, just in a very altered state.
 Then came 1947, a year of heavy rainfall and two very “wet” fall 
hurricanes. This situation caused an overabundance of water to spill 
out from the parched Everglades basin and rush eastward through the 
rivers and creeks, filling the drainage ditches like it had never done 
before. Southeast Florida was by then bustling with cities, including 
some new western subdivisions on drained Everglades land. All were 
now underwater! This was no “killer” flood, but many areas looked a 
lot like New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina in 2005.
 Of course, the hue and cry was loud! Something had to be done to 
assure that such a disaster could never happen again!
 As a result of the 1947 flood, the United States Army Corps of En-
gineers was instructed to create a new protective antiflood system of 
levees (also called dikes) to protect the cities. The Corps eventually 
constructed some 2,000 miles of levees, canals, weirs, and their at-
tendant pumps that were to be the “cure-all” for southeast Florida. 
The dikes would protect the cities from floodwaters and would retain 
water in times of drought for drinking and agricultural needs. The 
system was operated by the Central and Southern Florida Project for 
Flood Control.
 Ironically, there was yet another issue to add to the future dilemma 
of drainage and water conservation in southeast Florida. Just weeks 
after the 1947 flood, U.S. president Harry S. Truman opened the na-
tion’s newest national park. The antithesis of artificial flood-control 
systems, the Everglades National Park was all about the preservation 
of a national wetlands preserve! Many years in the planning, the park 
would, over the decades, become a great diversity of Everglades eco-
systems that would stretch across the tip of the Florida Everglades 
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up into the Big Cypress, south to the Ten Thousand Islands, and east 
to the Florida Reef. The well-being of the internationally applauded 
Everglades National Park would provide yet another important is-
sue in the future history of water-regulatory issues in the Everglades 
wetlands.
 This book is a chronicle of the great Everglades: the abundance of 
wildlife that once was; its supporters, caretakers, custodians; also 
its detractors, poachers, fire bugs, Flood Control, agricultural pollu-
tion. The role of the game warden, the wildlife officers riding like the 
early TV hero Lincoln Vail across the Everglades on airboats; stories 
of stakeouts, airboat crack-ups, catching wildlife for research, saving 
wildlife from man-made floods, nights sleeping on the ground around 
a distant campfire, the interrelationships of poachers and the law. It 
will provide an overview of the Everglades as it was, one that readers 
will never see as the Everglades that I knew exists no more. It has been 
altered so as to be almost unrecognizable. Yet this story, too, begs to 
be told.


