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ALLIGATORS

Dragons in Distress

By ARCHIE CARR, Ph.D.

Photographs by TREAT DAVIDSON
and LAYMOND HARDY

FIRST HEARD the voice of the alligator long ago in a
I CVpress swamp at the edge of the “Big Bcrub,” a sand-

pine area near the St Johins River in Florida, Suddenly,
ahove the clamar of the frogs, a heavy, rhvthmic ryg mbling
sounded in the distant dark. T was newly arrived in Florida
and had never heard a sound like that before,

The night was clear, so it couldn’t be thunder, and for a
moment I thought it might be somebody dynamiting fish,
But then the sound rumbled in again. and I realized it was
an alligator bellowing. Two others Joined the first, and the
ponderous, pulsing chorus, half souund, half shaking of the
earth, seemed to rock the whole swamp,

Today no alligatora bellow in that tract of swampland
The frogs are guiet there too, and the cypresses are long
gince lumber. However, a few Places remain where the old
song can still be heard, and 1, for one, seek them out at
EVEFY opporitnity.

The roar of the alligator, relling out of the mist of April
marshes, is one of the great animal sounds of the world. Tt

Eight feet of armored anger, i hissing alligator warns
intruders nway from the pest while waiting for her voung
ta hatch {above) in the Florida Everglades Hardy sur-
vivars from the Age of Beptiles, alligators now face
serious threat as civilization claims their swampland and
fachion puts a high price on their hides,
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is a song 200 million years old, an echg of the Age of Rep-
tiles, when cold-blooded creaty res ruled the egrth. But now
the incredible vojce jc falling silent, and the neediess logs
will not st well with our descendants,

Family Cator Comes of Age

The plight of alligators, and of people who live in gl)j.
BRLOr country, is epitomized by my own familys EXpEriences
with the alligator in our pond near Micanopy, Florida,

The family alligator is BEHNE on ten years gld, She meas-

two feet long, We haye Watched her grow up and drive off
the other alligators, start catching turtles, and half choke 1o
th on six mallards we had hepefully put on the pond,

worried flight. Lager we found her nest on the far shore of the
pond. Forty-two little #ators came out of j¢
The pond was only eight acres in wet periods, and during

By this time the alligator was sq hungry that she broke
into the strang cage we had built for i new flock of mallards
and ate two of them, Even the little alligators disappearad
My wife charitably suggested that they went away through
the woods, byt I can't help thin king their mother ate them,

30 living with our alligator has become a problem. She is
still out there in the pond and she is a nuisance—hyt 5 Very
exciting one,

In fact, the alligator is g pretty exciting kind of animal. Te
and its relatives—the crocodiles, the tropical Ameri

tree that produced the dinosaurs and the Aying pterosaurs.
ire bwo species of alligators: the familiar Aligator
miuir.riﬁﬁm:‘a, ranging from North Carolina to the Rig
Grande and up the Mississippi Valley to Arkansas (map,
Page 136}, and Alligator sinensis, which lives in China, con-
fined to the inhospitahble marshes of the Yangtze Delta
A great many features zet the alligator and jis relitives

On g hold adventure, Dennis
and Lydia Coulter OREE an wun-
guarded alligasor nese on thefr
grandfather's ranch near Venus,
Florida, Cumbersome gators,
using mouth, claws, and bady
for bz, enginegr NUE moind-
shaped  hateh eries made of
plants and myd Thirty to gey.
enty egps, laid in aarky Summee,
hatch nine weaks later,

Eight-inch dragons wiedghing
only two sunces Sfuirm free of
shells after breaking through
with & tiny “egg tooth™ atap
their snouts. Colleagues held
the mother at bay to allow the
Photographer to make this un-
usual phctgee,

When ready b emerge in late
stmmer, the babies signa] by
calling *rumypf, rumpl" whils
still in the egp. Solicitou s math-
ees pull away npst material sg
the infants can Hoape to the
nearest water,

Young enter a hostile world
as the prey of mamimals, large
birds, and reptiles, ineluding
adult gators, Those that survive
three yoars MRERSUre as many
feel or morg; by then the hunted
become the hunters, capturing
former ensmips jn bone-crish-.
ing jaws armed with &0 testh,

No one knows the fife axpec-
ancy of an alligator in ghe wild,

NEEing studies may provide
AnEWeTs in years 1o come,

Eager ealer, g ld-jpch alligator
lunches on 4 crayfish. Other
shellfish, indécts, small fish, and
carrion round aige its diet.

Gatars down any animal
they can calch—plus cake gpd
marshmallows offerpd b sight-
deeTi. Bul the awespms reptiles
rarely attack humans unliess
pProvoked, Diecpite VOTAcions
appelites;, matyre gators o
without foad during winter
months, when they emerge from
sleep only on warm dayes. Scigy-
bets suspect that when cold
wmhusrmﬂmirnumbnlkm.
FBLOrs can stay submerged z]-
nibost 1ur.leﬂ.nug|:|.-. In summer
they must rise to breathe BVEry
few minutes,






Cator country spreads from Nocth Caroling Lo
the Rio Grande, but itg heartland lies in Florida
Spanish explorers found southpes wietlands tpem.
ing with the reptile, which they called of lagarte,
the leard—a term anglicized to alligntor.

" The American Alligator

Elanne weps

Red shading shews natyral
fridigies indicate areas of concentradiog

In a jigsaw puzzle of mangrove thicket and wa. Everglades provide one of the last stronghalds for
ter, alligator poachers play hide-and-seek with  embattled Alligator mississippionsis, the Ameri-
TAREErS bying to stop nocturnal raids along the  can alligator, The gator clan inchdes but one ather
western fringe of Everglades MNational Park. The species, a smaller cousin in Chine's Vangtze Delta
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hunting nests of the round-tailed muskrat in
northern Florida. The old alligator came foam-
ing over from out of the grazs at the far zide,
I fell over backward in the mud tryving to re-
treat wp the bank. Fortunately ihe made no
move o follow me out of the pool.

Tobaceo Can Becomes “Glezard Stone™

Alligators grow a little more than a foot &
vear. Both sexes reach maturity when they
are five vears old and about six feet long
From there on, the growth rate of the male
is greater than that of the female, The result-
ing dizparity in size gives the only vizible clue
az 1o which is which. In the old days alli-
gators reached lengths of 19 feet. Today males
rarely exceed 12 feet, females 3.

The food of the alligator is anything il can
outswim or ambuzh and overpower, pieced
oul by dead animals it finds. I onece cut open
a big gator that had been pointlessly shot by
a duck hunter near my home in Florida. In its

stomach I found, besidez some garfish scales
and a few feathers, three smoothly rounded
pieces of pine wood, a fishing sinker, and a
crumpled Prince Alhert tobacco can.

Such odd ohjects are not proof of foolish
feeding by the alligator. They are taken in as
“gizzard stones," to help grind the coarse food
the gator eatz. Where duck hunting is heavy,
alligators are often found with shotgun shell
casings in their stomachs,

Because of their great size, heavy armor,
and frightful biting power, mature alligators

Peering for poachers, rangers patrol the
pierk. Though legal hunting exisis only in a
few counties in Geargia, poachers slaughter
thousands of gators anmueally, selling hices
to black-ruarket buyers for up to 56 a linear
font. Mational Park Service Ranger Richard
A Siokes (left) reports a pypical result: “In
1958 one branch of the Shark River con-
tained over 300 alligators in one mile, Today
yau're lucky to ses thres in that zame mile "
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Squaring off with a snapping, tail-lashing nine-and-a-half-footer, Lt, Tom
Shirley of the Florida Game and Fresh Waler Fish Commission exploits
ita only weakness—the jaws, Despite a bite that can smash cow bones like
kindling, an alligatos's Jaws, once closed, can be held together by n man
with relative ease (oppasite and pages 146-7). Lieutenant Shirley will force
the mouth of this one shut by prving up its lawer Jjaw with a pole, Each

summer he zips in his airboar OVET 3 SAw-grass sen near Lake Dheechobaoe,
marking gators for conservation sludies




Depth-dealing snout in his grasp, Lisutenant
Zhirley struggles to turn his coptive onits back
hefore the gator twists imprisoned jaws free.
Orverturning cawses the alligater to relax, al-
miost as if hyprotized,

After tapang the mouth, the afficer heaves the
2530-pound beast onte his airboat (left).

Hog-tied and helpless, the galor gets a nom-
ber tattoned on a throat scale. The number will
pnable scientists te trace the aplmal®s develop-
ment and travel. The liewtenant also records

measurements for later comparson.

Though never hitten in 12 vears of conserva-
tion work, Licutenant Shirley bas taken glanc-
ing hlows from thrashing heacds anad tails, “Once
a big male jumped four feet off the ground
irving to get at me," he recalls. "Releasing man-
handled gators can be as chancy as taking
them. Sometimes they bite big chunks out of
the steel-mesh “graszs rell' on the front of the
bpaat, W hen we work from swamp buggies, ey

pa for Lhe tires.™
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ire immune to attack by any predator in their
eographic range except man. The eight-inch
babies, on the other hand, are relished by
many other creatures, Otters, raccoons, her-
DR, snApping turtles, fish, water snakes—all
are avid eaters of little alligators, If it were
not for the asylum of the den pocl and their
mathers' vigilance, little alligators could not
possibly survive in numbers great enough to
keep the race alive,

Adult alligators have a strong sense of tep-
ritory. Zoologist Robert H, Chabreck of the
Louisiana Wildlife and Fisheries Department
analyzed movements based upon studies of
4,024 alligators that were tagred and released
between 1959 and 1965, He found that, after
spending the first 18 months of their lives in
oF near the mother’s den pool, the young leave
home and start traveling. They retain their
wanderlust until they mature.

Once the young are grown, they make dens
of their own and presumably defend their ter-
ritory from encroachment by fellow alligators
of either sex, The territory of the bulls is
greater than that of the females, especially
in the spring months, when they wander in
search of mates or strike out to Join females
that have answered their amaorous bellowing.
It iz then that alligators show up on Florida
highways or in the yards of suburban homes,

Besides their regular seasonal movements,
alligators travel about te avoid drought, ab-

the Kevs and extrome southern Florida,

B BNPARAL S fts EAREa® gozirTe
Spadelike head distinguishes the alligator from its slendes-
Inced relative, the American crocodile, Meaner-tempered and
faster-moving, the croc prefers salk water and the fropical cli-
mate of Latin America It occurs in the United States anly in

National Geographic, January, 1967

normally high water levels, or other drastic
changes in their habitae They also congregate
wherever any unusugl feeding oppartunity
presents itself. It is thiz tendency that makes
it dangerous to feed alligators tegularly in
public places, The feeding draws unnatieaily
heavy numbers of alligators, and at the same
tire gives them the idea that anything that
falls into the waler—pets and people included
—is meant for them to eat,

Omly four months ago I saw a dramatic £x-
ample of the bad effects of feeding big alli-
gators when one ate a dachshund while we
walched helplessly from the living room of
my hrother's home on a northern Florida lake.
In this case the alligator was almost certainly
one of several big anes that had been regular-
Iy fed at a lakeside cocktail lounge,

Unknown Instinct Guides Gators Home

One of the most surprising results of Robert
Chabreck's tagging study was the revelation
of a strong homing urge and capability in the
alligators he worked with. One made a hom-
ing trip of eight miles in three weeks, from a
point to which it had been tranzported in o
closed box. Another was found back in its
home lake four years after having been re-
leased in a place 17 miles away. Stll another
made & homing return of 20 miles, This may
not seem impressive when compared with the
long-distance homing of Pigeons, but it is an

Crushing a gar, an alligator aids
nature’s balance while it satishies
iuuwnhm“u*unpe&h:.ﬂuhmy-
scaled Gsh fears fow other EnEmies,
Without a check on their nurthers,
#chools of spotted Biars (right),
Browing to two and a half feet,
would est the Everglades clean
of bass and bream,

Valuable allies af ConEErvation,
alligators help fellow marsh creg-
tures survive drought The hales
they live in create reservolrs whers
fish take refuge. Enough escape
being eaten by the gators to re-
propagate their specles when high
water retarns.

Birds, deer, raccoons, and ather
reptiles seek gator hales to sipke
their thirst, With wriggling bodies
and sweeping tails, alligators
dredge up banks around the holes,
where plants otherwise unsuited
to the aren take root,
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nance for a creatyre thit
in half a mile of jts den.
anisms used iy jis homing
are wholly unknown,

All animaly ¢ some degree affect the land-
scape they live jn The alligator does 50 to g
Areater extent than mast Its habit of contenl-
ling its enviran ment is part of the special pe-
silience which has allowed the species tq live
through the ages. To an alligatr, home is g
142
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nest, a “gator hole® or pool, a cavelike demn,
and a system of trails. All affect the ook of
the landscape,

Individual alligatars Jjve i long time in one
Place, and hecayse some dens pass from opge
Beneration to the next, the effect on marsh

" can be considerahle, Some gator

be fanked by spoil banks of
material dredged from the pool op ExXCcavated
from the den, On these piles, plants different




Gator gulps
a deadly dinner

OUTH wide open and fangs erect, & 5Ya-foot
diamondback rattlesnake sirlkes agnin and
Again but proves no match for “Grandfather™
Enowing that gators relish almost anything they
can kill and swallow, photogenphers Treat David-
son and Leymond Hardy released the snake near
the 13-foot gator, Grandfather promptly attacked,
The alligator sulfered no il effects, though he
took one vicious strike on his tender toogee, At
left he subdues his victim with powerful jaws
Then Grandfather systematically crushes the eat-
ter along its entire length, finishing the Johin the
water. He downed the snake head first. Alligators
use jaws and testh to capture, crush, and dismem-
ber; they cannat chew and must swallow food
whole or in chunks twisted from larger prey,

from those of the surrounding area take root
Little islands with sedges, grasses, and even
trees often stand beside old gator holes, These
islands have been made by the alligator and
its ancestors by heaping up of nest piles and
dredging of the den pool with mouth and tail,

Flving over northern Florlda recently, I
saW a patch of white in the middle of & marsh,
A closer look revealed dozens of white herons
nesting in & small clump of willows,

“Bound to be o gator nest there,” said the
pilet, and a moment later we saw the alligator
in a pood just beneath the birds. Those herons
were the only ones nesting on the whole wide
marzh, They were there hecause willows had
tound foothold on the spoil pile left by gener-
ations of industrious alligators,

The nest of the alligator is unigue. Most
crocodilians bury their eggs in sand, soil, or
trash—as other reptiles do. But the allipator
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legs and lays 3¢ to 70
with vegetation which she nu]lg up with her

LEES. She covers them

helping the FOUNE to get gyt of
the nest whep she hears thejy croaking,

Gator Holes Syye Swamp Creatupes

An alligator in a pond is an influentig
meémber of the pond COmmunity, Hig drop-
Pings fertilize the Water and contribyte 15 itz
Productivity, Hig
channels in the v
es5e3 by which the pnudgim:wa}rtnmarsh.

During droughts the aflj-
Bator holes may keep the fayng from being
Wiped gut completely, When 4 marsh gops

head of the Reptile Institute in Silver Springs,
Florida, what he thought had cayseq it.
u hunting" Ross eaig “With hides

Bringing six dollars a fogt, s are big huygi.
nes3. Thi even stole the breeding stock
out of my alligatar farm,

“Nearly af| Poaching used pq be done at
night with 5 Jacklight and rifle," Ropss said,






Buttoned up like a submarine, a 14-inch
wrigeling it tail. Valves
and ears under water;
Bators show only eyes

youngster swims hy
close nostrils, windp
in floating trim ibelow),
and nostrils above the

i MATIEAAL &0 Rarupg BocerTy

Leaping “Le Roy," a pel gator, renrs on its tail
for a tidbit of raw meat. Dn!:.rﬂmj-'mngdiaph:.-
such dexterity out of water, Long rear begs in-
dicate that the alligator’s ancestors walled up-
right like many of their dinosaur kin.




“or by locating dens and dragging the alligator out
with w long pole with a hook at the end, Both meth-
ods are still favored in big tracts of marsh like the
Everglades, where visibility is good and a warden
can be seen coming,

“But in the more densely settled parts of Florida
the setline is 4 major technique nowadays. It's quiet
and deadly, and the poacher can stay out of sight. He
just hangs a big hook on a pole stuck in the hottom
of the lake and baits it with a beef heart or a chicken.
The alligator hooks himself, and the poacher can go
after him when he iz sure the law is nowhere around.”

Im the early dayz fantastic numbers of gators were
killed in the Everglades. For the ten-vear period be-
fore 1891 an estimated 2% million were taken in the
State of Florida In the 1890, 800 were killed in a
single lake in a vear.

It is hard to get accurate figures on the volume of
illegal traffic in hides today, but educated guesses on
the profits from bootleg hide: marketed in Miami
alone run close to a million dollars annually.

The illegal hunters cruise in airboats and glades
buggies. Some, in airplanes, search out gator holes
and communicate by radio with hunters below,

One of the biggest remaining reservodrs of wild al-
ligators iz Everglades National Park,® but even there
many fall victim te poachers, despite the best efforts
of hard-working rangers (page 137). Poachers in mo-
torboats steal across the park boundaries by night,
shoot or hook the alligators, skin them on the spot,
and stuff the carcasses down the dens. If park rang-
ers catch up with their boat, the poachers quickly
dimp the weighted hides owverboard,

Fashion Change Might Save the Species

IT the alligator is to be saved. it reprieve may come
from & change in fashion,

At the turn of the century our beautiful filmy-
plumaged egrets were hrought close lo extinction
by plume hunters. Then, largely as a result of a
catmpaign by the Mational Avdubon Society, con-
cerned groups began to urge measures to save the
birds. By 1910 the wearing of plumes had virtually
stopped. In 1918, mere possession of the feathers be-
camme a Federal offenze, Plume hunting ended.

The same thing could happen to alligator poach-
ing. If the vogue for alligator bags, belts, and shoes
should pass, the profit would go out of poaching, and
it would stop,

“Mamtel B, RBeard described *Wildlife of Everglades MNatbonal
Park" in the Janwary, 194%, GEOGRAPHIC

“Its ticklish work,” says Robert Allen, wha began
pritpphing with alligators at age 10, “Just make aure
vour hand doesn't slip!™ Here the 180-pound Bob-
ert wrestles a 300-pound saurian at the popular
Reptile Tmstitute of his father, Ross. in Silver
Springs, Florida
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Extra hazard confronts
Mozt elyl memberz choerfully

Some Conservationists feel that the answer
is Federal legislation, They seek to amend the
Lacey Act—which forbids taking certain .
legally caught BAmE across state lines—ty in.
clude a ban gn transporting alligator hides

Bangers Help Dig Lifesaving Pools

When the works of
natural rise and fall

water level fell g0 low that many of the gator
hales disappeared, and the alligators that

crowded together jp those that remained
Started eating each other,
Last vear, in contrast, heayy flonding

Valley, seeing for myself
udden retyrn of waler o
dried-out glade land Ranger Winte located
the gator holes figr us. In fact, he showed L5
two kinds of holes, One kind was made by
proper alligators Parl; rangers had made the
other kind the vear before, when the waler
Was 5o low that holes had to he dynamited
down to the water table in order to keep the
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a galfar Maying the Halg i the ﬁ’alrcnun:almapjes, Florida,
accepted the

boss when “Aunt Helan® lumbered gyver tn
in ard stongs™ Teeeded fa prind foaed

eat hard objects; ang mtl]h_:d the photographer's CAn of

hers e simee killped

six weeks befo

safely above the water

If normal water levels can he maintained,
and the kept out, Everglades Na-
tional Park iy Ore alligator

fit awkwardly ingg our

It may not he all easy, living on intg the
future with the alligator. But by Protecting
him, we will show that we have the sense and
soul to cherish » wild creatupe that was hepe
before any warm-blooded animal walked the
earth, and that, given only alittle Foom, wroly
live on with ys and help keep up the fading
color of our land,




