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Visitors to the
alligator farm can
watch the reptiles
being fed as well
as view them in
their wild habitat
Josh Aronson

dling demonstration, hosted by Lilly
and a 300lb alligator called Beast. Lilly,
who is around five foot eight, crouches
atopBeast’sback.“Youcan’t [tame]alli-
gators, they are an instinctual animal,”
he warns, his hand rested on the alliga-
tor’s snout. “If I make a mistake, I can
gethurt.But thatwouldbemyfault,not
his.” Beast opens his jaw into a wide,
clownishsmile.
Handling shows, once known as alli-
gatorwrestling, began in theEverglades
with the Seminole peoples, who hunted
the reptiles for food.They learnt how to
safely approach alligators and tie their
jaws shut in order to transport the ani-
mals forslaughter.
In the late 19th and early 20th centu-
ries, as developers (most famously the
industrialist Henry Flagler, who built
the Florida East Coast Railway) drove
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Gettingupclose and
personalwith the
Everglades alligators
Theprehistoric reptiles that returned fromnear-extinctionhave
becomeanemblemof conservation inFlorida’s vastwetlands

Legal Notices

boatdriver at the farm,helpsus aboard
a flat-bottomed vessel with a cartoon-
ishly large, rear-mountedpropeller.
We press forward along a murky
canal, andbetween thick swaths of saw-
grass and aquatic trees we spot a small
wild alligator tucked within the brush.
“Wealways see himhiding,”Kuhn says.
“Males are very territorial, and there’s a
big one that likes to hang out around
here.”We catch a glimpse of the elder a
fewminutes later.
Kuhnsays theyareafraidof creatures
and objects that appear large and
threatening, which is why they don’t
hunt humans on land and are highly
unlikely to ambush a tall boat. The
wider landscape opens up ahead and
Kuhnpicksupspeed.Kuhnhasanency-
clopedic knowledge of the flora and
faunaof thewetlands, stoppingnowand
then to tell us about the various plants
andbirdswesee.
Wewatch a snowyegret gently swoop
down tomeet some pals along a grassy
plain, as patches of bald cypress, a wet-
landtreenative to thesouth-easternUS,
loom in the distance. Vast birds of prey

— turkey vultures — soar overhead, a
reflection of the unseasonably cool
weather we are experiencing in Febru-
ary. “They’re searching for things that
didn’t survivethecold,”Kuhnsays.
Climate change is one of the greatest
threats to the Everglades, a low-lying
ecosystem that is particularly vulnera-
ble to unpredictable weather, rising
temperatures and sea levels. Another is
the rapid expansion of Miami-Dade
county (not to mention the construc-
tion of a controversial immigration
detention facility dubbed “Alligator
Alcatraz” for itswetlands location).
“There’s somuchdevelopment here,”
VivianaConstain,whoworks inmarket-
ing at the farm, later tells me. I recall a
sprawlingnewhousingestatewepassed
shortly before arriving. “It’s destroying
a lotofanimalhabitats.”
Back at the farm, Constain takes us to
see alligator hatchlings — about a half
dozen slippery little crocodilians,
already boasting a full set of teeth —
before she fills a bucket with beef ribs
and brings us to a feeding area. They
start togatherbelow,mouthsopen likea
choir preparing to sing. I slip onapair of
latex gloves and select a rib. A vulture
perches on some rocks nearby, hoping
myaimispoor.
It is. I toss the meat into the huddle
and strike a gator in the eye. “Sorry!” I
shout, as it swallows the ribwithagrowl
andsinksbelowthesurface.
Finally, wemake our way to the han-
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This article is part of FT Globetrotter’s
guide toMiami

Lee Lilly is holding a dead rat. He lifts
the carcass abovehishead, pinching the
rodent’s tail like a conductor’s baton.
Awaitinghis cuearealligators—abouta
hundred of them, around three to four
metres long, their jaws ajar, revealing
sharp, conical teeth. Lilly tosses the rat
to the masses. A victor darts upwards
for the catchand swallows itwhole. The
restbarely flinch.
“They have a natural fear of man,”
saysLilly,who is an alligator handler by
trade. “They [rarely] attack people on
land — but they are very dangerous
when in thewater.” He points to a large
pond a few metres away, where dark
snouts and beady eyes poke from the
surface. Lilly is behind a safety barrier;
we,hisaudience,arebehindtwo.
I amat EvergladesAlligator Farm, an
educational, family-friendly tourist
attraction that is part-animal sanctuary
and part-working farm, offering alliga-
tor feeding and handling demonstra-
tions and airboat tours through Flor-
ida’s famouswetlands. The site is home
tomore than2,000Americanalligators,
many of which are rescued “nuisance
gators” — animals that were trapped in
residential, commercial or recreational
areaswhere theywere likely looking for
food, thereby posing a threat to people,
petsorproperty.
The farm is about an hour’s drive
fromMiami, as the south-western edge
of the county transforms into the Flor-
ida Everglades, the largest subtropical
wilderness inNorthAmerica that is cel-
ebrated internationally for its biodiver-
sity. The 1.5mn-acre river ecosystem of
marshes, mangroves and flatwoods is
hometoavarietyof creatures, fromalli-
gators, manatees and turtles to hun-
dredsofbirdspecies.
The ideal time to see wildlife here is
during the dry season, fromNovember
toApril, while the farmoffers visitors a
year-round dip into the wetlands’
world, alongside encounters with its
famousreptilianresidents.
“Buddy is thebiggest ’gatorwehave—
he’sabout14 feet long,”Lilly says,point-

ing in a colossal alligator’s direction.
Like theothers,Buddy’sbody is covered
in thick, bonyplates. Lillynods towards
an alligator that has an ice-hockey
player’s smile. “We call that one ‘Trash
Talker’ because he’s lost somany teeth
fightingotheralligators.”
I find this hard to imagine. Alligators
are remarkably lazy. What movement
theydo—half slither,half crawl, theodd
flick of the tail — is lethargic and
laboured. Alligators haven’t even both-
ered with evolution, they have been
doing the bare minimum for 37mn
years. But this low-energy lifestyle
(’gatorsonlyburnaround100-200calo-
ries per day) has its advantages: these
prehistoriccreaturesoutliveddinosaurs
because they can survive for long peri-
odsof timewithout food. Itwashumans
thatalmostcausedtheirextinction.
Alligator farms largelyemergedat the
back end of the last century, as part of
what is widely considered one of his-
tory’s greatest wildlife-conservation
success stories. The species hadmostly
disappeared in the US by the 1950s, as
commercial hunting for hides (mainly
forshoes,handbagsandbelts)andhabi-
tat loss surged, bolstered by a lack of
regulation.
The reptiles were designated as
endangered in 1967, later gaining
greater protection under Nixon’s 1973
Endangered Species Act, whichmade it
illegal to hunt, harass and kill them, or
sell theirskins.
This, along with additional improve-
ments in wildlife protection and man-
agement, allowed the alligator popula-
tion to recover, supported by farming
programmes.By the late 1980s, the spe-
cieswasnolongerunderthreat.
Today the US is home to more than
5mn alligators, with around 1.3mn in
Florida alone. Some hunting is permit-
ted as part of a statewide population-
managementprogramme.
Around 2,000 American crocodiles,
which are larger, stronger and lighter in
colour than alligators, reside in the
Everglades too. It is the only region
where the two species coexist in the
wild. After seeingmore alligators than I
ever thought possible, it is time to try to
spythemintheirnaturalhabitat.
Luke Kuhn, a wildlife guide and air-

tourismefforts to thestate,whiteAmer-
icans would see Indigenous alligator
hunters in action and stop to watch the
spectacle, offering them a cash tip as
thanks—or so the story goes. Seminole
men eventually began demonstrating
their skills forpayingaudiences. Images
of handlers prying a gator’s jaws open
soon became emblematic of Florida,
America’snewtropical frontier.
Today, with greater wildlife protec-
tion laws,regulatedfacilitiesandprofes-
sional handling standards, “gator
shows” are very different— in the right
hands, they focus on education and a
gentleexplanationof traditionalskills.
They are not without controversy:
opponents raisewelfare and ethics con-
cerns and argue that the practice pro-
motes humandominance over animals.
But supporters say they help preserve
Indigenousheritage,whilealso teaching
respect foralligatorsandsafetytips.
“If there’s fresh water there could be
alligators,” Lilly warns the audience.
“Do not swim in lakes and canals in
Florida.” It is illegal to feed wild alliga-
tors in Florida, he stresses. It reduces
their fear of humans and then theymay
becomenuisanceanimals.
Lilly points to Beast’s eyeballs. “If an
alligator is chasing you, you don’t need
toruninazigzagpattern,”hesays,citing
the widespread myth that the animals
have poor vision. “You need to run as
fastasyoucan.”
NikiBlasinawasaguestofVisitFlorida

FT Globetrotter for coffee, cocktails,
power dining, running, exercise classes,
travelling green and much more.
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