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Alligators
     When Spanish explorers first encountered alligators in the 
new world, they named them “El Largartos” or “The Lizards.” 
There are only two species of alligator on earth – the critically 
endangered Chinese alligator and the American alligator. Sur-
viving for 200 million years, in 1800 there was estimated to be 
3 million alligators living in the United States. At that time six 
foot long alligator hides were being sold 
in Miami at 7 dollars apiece. The ani-
mal’s high-quality leather was in great 
demand for production of such items as 
handbags, shoes, and belts. By nineteen 
twenty nine, 190,000 alligator skins per 
year were being shipped out of Florida. 
Due to habitat loss and poaching, by 
1960 there were about two hundred 
thousand gators left in the wild.
     Found in freshwater and brackish 
lakes, swamps, and rivers across the 
south, American alligators can grow to 
be 15 ft. long and weigh 1000 pounds. They may live to be 
75 yrs. old. Olive-brown to black in color, their nostrils point 
upward enabling them to float submerged. They can stay un-
derwater up to eight hours at one time. Alligators feed on fish, 
snakes, birds, amphibians, and mammals. The force of their 
bite is second strongest in the animal kingdom behind the 
crocodile’s at 3500 lbs. pounds per square inch. It can crack 

a turtle’s shell. Eighty inch-long conical teeth are constantly re-
placed as they wear down - going through three thousand teeth 
in a lifetime. Female gators build 10 ft. diameter nests of mud 
and rotting vegetation and lay between 25 and 60 eggs. If the 
temperature in the nest stays below 87 degrees Fahrenheit, all of 
the hatchlings will be female. At 93 degrees or higher, they will 

be male and in between a mixed clutch. 
The mother will protect her offspring for 
2 years although over 80% of the young 
will fall victim to raccoons, birds, and 
other gators.
    In 1967 American alligators were giv-
en full protection under the Endangered 
Species Act. Creation of commercial al-
ligator farms has replaced demand for 
wild hides and meat. Considered to be 
fully recovered throughout their former 
range with numbers restored to historic 
levels, American alligators were removed 

from the list in 1987. Today, Louisiana and Florida residents, it 
sometimes seems, are almost as likely to see an alligator in their 
swimming pools or on the golf course as in the wild.

Dave Gibson is a photographer & writer focusing on the natu-
ral world around us.  His imagery can be found on his web site 
at www.davegibsonimages.com
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