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  When I was a young man beginning my career in California, Dad converted my bedroom into his office and started writing books set in Florida. He was inspired after reading about the impending destruction in the Everglades as developers sought to prepare for the expanding population of people moving to South Florida. He wondered what would happen not only to the wildlife but also to the Seminoles who had made that area their home since the 1800s. He spent over a year traveling to the Everglades, exploring the environment, taking notes, and visiting Seminole camps and reservations so he could write of their customs and culture as well as how they deal with the white men.




  The first of those books, Forever Island, involved an elderly Seminole man and his battle with a changing way of life as developers seek profit in the Everglades. Dad continued the theme in Allapattah (“alligator” in the Seminole language), the story of Toby Tiger, a 25-year-old, bitter Seminole man who prefers the ways the Seminoles have lived for generations but who, as the head of his household, must make his living in the modern world doing a job he finds demeaning: taking white men on hunting trips and airboat rides into the Everglades and, most dangerous of all, wrestling alligators for tourists.




  To make matters worse, Toby holds white men responsible for the deaths of his parents, as well as the loss of the land from increasing development and the loss of the Seminole way of life. He sees God in nature and believes that white men are destroying God for profit. While his father-in-law, Reverend Charlie Cyprus, tries to convince him of God’s love and to persuade him to forgive and live peacefully with the white man, Toby remains unchanged.




  As his despair overwhelms him and he refuses to bend to the white man’s will, alligator wrestling becomes less of an occupation and more of a struggle to survive—a struggle bound to end with tragic consequences.




  Patrick Smith was at the top of his game in Allapattah. He so vividly describes the world Toby lives in that you are right there with him, sensing his world and the tough decision he must make. You not only feel the pain he carries but also come to know, and share, his reverence for the natural world. Allapattah is an emotional look at the Seminoles’ fight to endure.




  Patrick D. Smith Jr., Fall 2020
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  Aglowing orange dawn was invading the swamp when Toby Tiger walked across the small clearing and approached the chickee hut. Thin wisps of fog were clinging to tree limbs like blobs of cotton candy, and a light dew created puffy little beads in the limestone. dust. Birds were moving now, and several chickens ventured into the edge of the woods in search of food. When one grabbed a small green snake and ran, others followed, cackling loudly.




  Toby’s wife, Lucy, was at an iron grill beneath the chickee, finishing a breakfast of grits, salt bacon and corn dodgers. She handed Toby a plate and then took one for herself.




  They sat at a table beside the chickee and ate in silence, and then Lucy said, “Will you be gone all day?”




  “I’ll go by Allapattah Flats first and then to Grandfather’s hammock. I should be back shortly after noon.”




  Lucy said, “I wish you wouldn’t go to Allapattah Flats just to stare at those crocodiles. They’re dangerous, and could do you great harm. You’re the only Seminole man I’ve ever known who would go so far just to visit crocodiles.”




  “That’s because before you married me you knew only reservation Indians;· Toby said, “and I’m one of the wild ones from the swamp. There’s a great difference. And besides that, the crocodiles will leave me alone if I leave them alone. I don’t bother them when I go there. I only look.”




  “I still wish you wouldn’t go, but I know you will,” Lucy said, resigned. “I don’t understand what pleasure anyone gets from looking at such ugly creatures.” She then changed the subject. “Please give my love to your grandfather. I wish he would come and live with us. He’s too old to be out there in the Everglades alone, and I worry about his safety.”




  “I’ll speak to him about this again, but I don’t think he will listen. He’s a stubborn old man and will do only as he wishes:”




  As soon as he finished eating, Toby took a bag from the table and entered a narrow trail leading into the swamp. Darkness almost came again as he walked beneath thick growths of pond cypress and cabbage palms and palmetto interlaced with vines. Bordering the trail there were lush beds of ferns, and in places the ground was covered solidly with green moss. Squirrels barked at him as Toby walked slowly and carefully to avoid snakes.




  After a mile the woods became thinner, and here the path led across an open area of meadow dotted with cypress. In normal times this ground would have been soggy with a thin covering of water, but now the earth cracked beneath Toby’s footsteps.




  Soon he came to the bank of Lost Creek, a narrow black stream bordered thickly with willow and button brush. An airboat was partially hidden in a clump of pickerel weeds. Toby put the bag into the boat, shoved it away from the bank, and inserted the key. When he hit the starter, the airplane engine mounted on the rear of the boat thundered to life.




  Toby had purchased the boat three years ago for the low price of $300 because the engine pistons were cracked. He had rebuilt the engine himself, and now the old boat would make a top speed of forty miles per hour. It was his most valued possession and his only means of getting around the Glades quickly. Before he had purchased the boat he made his weekly trip to his grandfather’s hammock in an ancient cypress dugout canoe which still rested on the creek bank.




  He guided the boat slowly along the winding stream, watching for signs of bass and turtles. Huge herons and snowy egrets, frightened by the roar, flapped away as he moved past them. Soon the stream blended into endless sawgrass, forming the vast Pa-Hay-Okee, the River of Grass flowing southward through the Florida Everglades to a point where marsh meets sea at Florida Bay.




  For a few hundred yards Toby continued to drive the boat slowly, and then he rammed the throttle full forward. Staccato bursts of thunder roared from the engine, and the boat sprang forward like a horse stung by a hornet. Toby’s eyes widened as he sat on the elevated driver’s seat and skimmed along the top of the water, crashing through the solid wall of sawgrass as if it were not there at all. This was what he loved most, running wild with the wind, racing forward across the marsh as if nothing could block his way.




  He turned westward, continuing to run the airboat at top speed. The open marsh was dotted with hammocks, which were islands covered with cabbage palms and lancewood and clumps of palmetto. Some were very small and some large, and occasionally he circled one, causing waves to rush into the bushes lining the shore.




  Gradually he came into an area of mangrove islands, the inner reaches of the Ten Thousand Islands. Here the water was brackish. Soon he slowed the boat as he approached an elevated island known as Allapattah Flats.




  Toby moved slowly until he came to a cove leading inward, then he rammed the bow of the boat onto the shore and stepped out. He made his way carefully along a narrow path until he reached a point where the cove ended. On a bank on the opposite side of the cove, two huge crocodiles lay motionless, their jaws open wide and their eyes closed.




  Toby looked across the cove, and then he squatted on his haunches and said, “Allapattah. Old long snouts. You may be called allapattah by some, but your real meaning is death. You would like to eat me, heh? You would kill all you touch, like instant death. But in the end you’ll die too. You’ll see. Only four of you are left, and someday soon there will be none. They will kill you, just as they are killing me, and there’s nothing for both of us but death.”




  For several minutes more Toby watched the crocodiles, then he picked up a stick and threw it into the water. When the crocodiles hissed menacingly, he said, “That’s not me in the water, only a stick. If I jump into a pond with the alligator, he’ll leave and go into another pond, but if I jump in there with you, you’ll cut me in half. But that’s not to be today, so you can stop your silly hissing. I am not afraid, for now is not the time. Someday I’ll test you, and you will win, but you will go also. You kill all you touch, but someday the white men will get you. They also kill all that they touch.”




  Toby stared at the crocodiles as if mesmerized, and it was a half hour before he finally got up and went back to the airboat. As he walked away he said, “I’ll see you again soon, long snouts. When they return, tell your two friends that Toby Tiger was here.”




  Toby Tiger was a twenty-five-year-old Seminole Indian, five feet ten inches tall, with deeply browned skin, high cheekbones and the almost oriental look of pure Seminoles. His body was hard and muscular, his legs slightly bowed, and his eyes as black as his raven hair.




  Toby had been born on a Florida Everglades hammock southwest of the Tamiami Trail, the highway running through the Everglades from Naples to Miami. He had always loved all things about this land, and his boyhood days were filled with hunting and fishing and running free with the wind and sleeping beneath the open-sided chickee huts and exploring the vast River of Grass and the hammocks. By the time he was ten, he knew almost every hammock and mangrove swamp from the Ten Thousand Islands to Whitewater Bay.




  Toby’s mother and father had insisted that he get as much schooling as possible, and when he reached school age, they forced him to go out to the Tamiami Trail each morning and catch the yellow bus that transported Indian children to the white school in Everglades City. Each day as he rode the bus his mind was filled only with anticipation of returning that afternoon to the Glades. He studied the books and the figures by the light of an open fire each night, but he did so only to please his mother and father.




  In 1965, when Toby was fifteen and in the ninth grade, a flash fire swept over the hammock, killing his parents and reducing the chickees to ashes. It was said that the fire was set by white hunters trying to flush deer from the sawgrass. Toby escaped death by being in school that day, and when he returned to the hammock and found what had happened, his schooling was ended forever. He buried his mother and father on a remote hammock in the old Seminole way, in crude cypress coffins placed on top of the ground and then covered by a small frame of pond cypress poles.




  Toby went to live in the camp of his grandfather and grandmother north of the Tamiami Trail, and his days were spent in exploring this new land; but the grief of his mother and father’s deaths always lingered. Although the bitterness and sadness never really left, he spent many happy days with his grandparents and came to love them as he did his parents.




  Several years later his grandfather’s camp was selected as the site of the new Miami International Airport, and they were told they must move because the land was to be drained and cleared and filled. The giant concrete runways were eventually built, but the international airport was never to be. Protests by conservation groups halted the project but not before a large section of the swamp’s heart had been destroyed. The runways were now used as training facilities by several airlines.




  Toby’s grandfather decided to build his new camp on a hammock southwest of the Trail where destruction would be slower in coming. At the time of the move, the grandmother became ill, and less than a month after the new chickees were completed and the ground cleared, she died. Toby’s grandfather lived by the old Seminole ways, and he would not remain in the camp after a death. They buried the grandmother on the hammock with Toby’s mother and father, then they burned the chickees and moved once again to a hammock several miles west of the deserted camp.




  Toby remained on the hammock with his grandfather for two years, but it became increasingly difficult for them to live off the land. The drainage canals and dikes built by white men turned the water away from the marsh. During periods of draught, which came more and more often, the land dried up, killing the deer and other animals and the fish. Then when great rains did come, and water could not escape the diked areas quickly enough, the flooding drowned the deer and small animals. But Toby’s grandfather refused to even discuss going elsewhere, insisting that he had moved enough and would spend his remaining days here regardless.




  Toby then left the hammock and took odd jobs wherever he could find them, returning to the camp each weekend with what supplies he could buy. He worked on road repair crews and in service stations and on cattle ranches, living temporarily in the chickees of any Seminole family who would accept him. Most often he would sleep on the ground alone beneath cabbage palms. For a time he wrestled alligators for tourists along the Tamiami Trail and in the Seminole Indian Village on the small reservation at Dania, but none of the jobs he would hold for long. As soon as he had money, he would return to his grandfather’s hammock with supplies and remain there until he was forced to seek work again.




  While helping with a cattle roundup on the Big Cypress Reservation, he met Lucy Cypress, daughter of Reverend Charlie Cypress, the reservation’s Seminole Baptist preacher. He went back as often as possible to visit her, sometimes even missing the weekend with his grandfather, and two years ago they were married by her father in the concrete-block church on the reservation.




  Toby then rented for fifty dollars a month an abandoned hunting camp belonging to a man in Miami, and he took Lucy there to make their home. The camp was located on the Loop Road, which was a twenty-four mile stretch of limestone dirt that left the Tamiami Trail at Monroe Station, looped out through the swamp and came back to the Trail at Forty Mile Bend. Most of the Loop Road was uninhabited except for a few hunting cabins and the small village of Pinecrest, which contained only a cafe catering to hunters, a small general store, and the Gator Hook Lodge. But more and more lots along the road were being sold for weekend cabins.




  Lucy did not want to live in this remote place so far from her mother and father and the type of reservation life she knew, but she loved Toby deeply and would follow him wherever he chose to go and live however he wished to live.




  For the past year Toby had worked with a state highway department crew, chopping bushes, cutting grass and cleaning drainage canals alongside the highway. And each Saturday morning he took supplies to his grandfather’s hammock.




  When Toby left Allapattah Flats he headed eastward, again driving the airboat at full speed. He slowed only once when he came to a small pond partially covered with water lilies.




  Toby cut the engine and picked up a cypress pole in the bottom of the boat, then he pushed the boat slowly into the center of the pond. Suddenly he dove from the boat and disappeared beneath the surface. A startled black bass bolted from a clump of pickerel weeds, sending a turbulent wave rushing across the top of the water.




  In a moment Toby came up clutching a large snapping turtle. He threw the turtle into the boat on its back, then he climbed in and said, “You’ll make a good stew for Grandfather. I almost missed sight of you, but you didn’t hide quick enough.”




  He did not stop again until he reached a large hammock several miles to the east. From a distance he could see the smoke of a fire drifting above the cabbage palms, and then he made the engine backfire several times. When he reached the shore, the old man was waiting for him.




  Toby rammed the boat ashore, jumped out and hugged his grandfather. The old man said, “I am glad to see you, Toby. I always hear you coming. No one but Toby Tiger drives the airboat with such thunder.” He spoke in the old Seminole way, pronouncing each word slowly and distinctly, as if reading from an unseen book.




  Toby climbed back into the boat, picked up the package and said, “I’ve brought many things this time, Grandfather. I have corn meal and flour, sugar and salt, rice, a package of sliced ham, two boxes of shotgun shells, bread and coffee.”




  The old man smiled at the sight of the sack. He said, “Did you bring tobacco?”




  “Yes. I have a large tin. And before you ask, I also brought sugar buns.”




  “That is good. You are a fine grandson, Toby. I have thanked my son many times for bringing you to life.”




  They walked along a path to the center of the hammock where there were two chickees, one for cooking and one for sleeping. Toby put the package on a plank shelf in the cooking chickee, then they sat on benches at a cypress table beneath a cabbage palm. Each time Toby returned to the hammock it brought floods of memories of the days he lived here. He said, “How’ve you been this week, Grandfather?”




  “For one who has lived seventy-eight or more summers, I seem to manage well enough. But it is getting harder each day to find food, and I have a great fear now of fire.” The old man was about the same height as Toby, but his body was as frail as bamboo. His skin was baked black and deeply wrinkled, and his hair a solid white. His misty eyes were squinting and tired.




  “It is very dry and dangerous everywhere,” Toby said. “I cannot count the days it has been since we had rain, and the water in places is down three feet and more. We need much rain.”




  “It is not just the rain,” the grandfather said. “The white men’s canals and dikes have turned the water away from the marsh. Someday all this will be no more. There were times when food out here was plentiful, fish so thick I caught them with my hands, and deer so many that I killed them easily with the bow and arrow anytime I needed meat. Now I cannot find even one deer to kill with the shotgun.”




  For a moment Toby hesitated to say what he promised Lucy he would ask once again, then he spoke cautiously, “What you say is true, Grandfather. The land out here is dying. This is no longer a fit place for you. Will you not come now and live in my camp, or move to the reservation if you would rather do that? There are many people on the reservation you know from the old days.”




  Just as Toby expected, the old man’s eyes flashed. He said, “I will never do this thing, Toby! I have lived all my years as I live now, and what time I have left will be spent here. I will die here, and then I will lie with your grandmother and your mother and father on the hammock in the marsh.”




  Toby felt no surprise from the words. He said, “As you wish, Grandfather. But if you ever decide to leave, you must tell me this. I only wish I could live here with you, but this is not to be.”




  “No, it is not to be. You have a child in your woman now. This would be no place for you or for them. Those days are gone forever, Toby. Soon now it will be no more.”




  “Are you hungry?” Toby asked, wanting to change the subject and cause no further disturbance to the old man. “I’ll fix a nice dinner of ham and rice.”




  “I already have a stew of rabbit. We will eat together, but I wish that the stew was turtle.”




  Toby jumped up and said, “I forgot that I brought you a turtle, a large one about thirty pounds. It’s in the boat. I’ll get it while you dish up the stew.”




  When Toby returned with the turtle, two steaming bowls were on the table. The old man said, “Just leave him on his back and I will clean him later.” When Toby put him down, the turtle’s legs kicked frantically, trying to right itself.




  After they finished eating, the old man went to the chickee and returned with a wooden box resembling an old army trunk. He placed it on the table, opened it and removed a bundle wrapped tightly in deer hide. He said, “I am old, Toby, and I am becoming very tired. The days are not many. There are things here I want you to have. They have always been for you, but I have waited for the time, and the time is now.”




  Toby watched curiously as his grandfather untied the package. He placed on the table a multi-colored knee-length dress, a pair of knee-length buckskin moccasins, a buckskin belt with a sheathed knife, a ceremonial sash, and a turban with three egret plumes. Toby stared at the items with wonder.




  “These were the warrior clothes of my grandfather,” the old man said. “He wore them beside Osceola, and then in battles at the side of Wild Cat and Billy Bowlegs. He was an honorable warrior, and he was never defeated until the time came when he had to flee with others and hide in the swamps to escape the white soldiers, and he was not defeated then. It was a long war, and it also touched my father. But in the end it was all for nothing. The white soldiers were too many and too strong, and there was no way to stop them. But if my grandfather and father and others had not refused defeat and hidden in the swamps, there would be none of us here now. They did an honorable thing. The warrior clothes were passed down from my grandfather to my father and to me. They are for you now, Toby, and your son after you. Keep them with honor.”




  Toby did not know what to say. He ran his hands across the cloth which was still firm after so many decades. “Are you sure you want to do this, Grandfather?” he asked.




  “They are yours now,” the old man repeated. “And there is one thing more.” From the bundle he took a small buckskin pouch attached to a thin strap and put it gently onto the table. “This is the sacred medicine bag,” he said. “There have never been more than three true ones among our people. When I was but a young man, and we lived on a hammock many days’ journey from here, the wind for several days was filled with the pollen of the sawgrass, so thick it was hard to see. We knew this to be a bad omen, a sign of great wind. Many left the hammock and went deep into the swamp, but others did not leave. A great hurricane came out of the south, bringing both wind and water, and much death. All the people who remained on the hammock were killed, and among them was the medicine man. When I went back after the storm, I found this hanging on the limb of a gumbo limbo tree. I have kept it all these years, and now it is yours. It is very sacred, and it has great power. Use it only for good, and never for evil. It will show you the way to the Great Spirit in the sky.”




  Toby picked up the pouch and turned it over and over in his hands. He said, “If it will do what you say, Grandfather, you need it more than I.”




  “I need it no more. I have seen the way and I know the way. When you live my years, and you live alone on the marsh as I have lived, you see many things others cannot see. Since the death of your father and mother, your heart has been troubled, my grandson. I know this. I have seen anguish and hatred in your eyes many times. You have not accepted things as they must be. What you wish most is gone forever. The peace you seek must be found only within yourself. Know this, Toby. Use the medicine bag wisely, and it will help you find the way.”




  Toby wrapped all of the things in the deer hide and tied them tightly, then he rose and said, “I’ll keep all these things as you have kept them, Grandfather. They’ll be passed to my son with honor. And I thank you more than you can know. But I must go now.”




  The old man said, “The next time you come, Toby, can you bring pork chops? I have wanted this very much lately.”




  “I’ll bring a whole hog,” Toby said, watching his grandfather carefully. “We’ll cook it and eat it together.”




  “We could not eat a whole hog,” the old man chuckled. “Pork chops would do fine.”




  They walked back to the boat together. Toby once again hugged the old man, then he got into the airboat and shot away quickly across the marsh.
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  Toby’s camp was located on a half acre of cleared ground, and the main facility was an old City of Miami bus with the seats removed and the tireless wheels resting four feet off the ground on cypress blocks. Inside the bus there was a small refrigerator, several shelves for canned goods and other staples, a counter with an electric hotplate, a small wall cabinet, a table with four chairs, another small table holding a portable Singer sewing machine, and a sagging double bed. Blue cotton curtains covered the windows facing the road.
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