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Refuge in Florida

by Dave Gibson

The Florida Manatee is one of

three subspecies of the West

Indian Manatee and numbers

today at about 3,300 individuals.

A migratory animal sometimes

called a "Sea Cow", they are

rarely found as far north as

Rhode Island and as far west as

Texas. More commonly seen in

Alabama, Georgia, South

Carolina, and Florida during the

summertime, Florida has the

manatees all to themselves in

winter with their shallow coastal

waters, estuaries, and rivers.

When manatee body tempera-

tures' fall below 68 degrees

Fahrenheit they become

hypothermic and from the

months of December through

March they seek out warm water

springs to survive. Crystal River

National Wildlife Refuge in

Crystal River, Fla. possesses thir-

ty such springs which supply 600

million gallons of fresh water

each day. Perhaps 20 percent of

the Florida Manatee population

spends their winter days here.

The 40 acre refuge was estab-

lished in 1983 and was formed

specifically for the protection of

the endangered West Indian

Manatee.

Accessible only by watercraft,

we load our rented johnboat with

our snorkel gear and cameras.

Across from the launch is Banana

Island and King Spring where a

large protected area is off limits

to boats and swimmers but an

access corridor to the spring and

its caverns is provided. The main

attraction here is cave diving,

although a few boaters linger on

the perimeter observing mana-

tees. We are told by our outfitter

that Three Sisters Springs affords

better viewing opportunities as

we motor in that direction. The

persistent chirp of an Osprey

punctuates the ocean air as

herons, egrets, and ibises line the

grassy shore. Laughing Gulls

scream while Cormorants and

Anhingas dive for fish. A Brown

Pelican plunges head-first into

Kings Bay next to our boat but

comes up empty. Entering a canal

at idle speed, in front of us on a

bridge people are peering into the

water and waving to us. Nearing

the bridge, a swirl appears to the

bow and I put the motor in neu-

tral. A sow and her calf pass at

arm's length and we continue on.

Most manatee fatalities are

caused by collisions with water-

craft. Some of the creatures that

we would see today at the springs

would bear propeller scars of past

encounters.

We set anchor in 5 ½ ft. of water

at Three Sisters Springs with four

or five other boats. Inside buoys

and a rope lay two dozen mana-

tees! The 1978 Florida Manatee

Sanctuary Act states that "It is

unlawful for any person, at any

time, intentionally or negligently,

to annoy, molest, harass, or dis-

turb any manatee." Swimmers are

not permitted inside the cordoned

off area, which at peak times is

overseen by a volunteer kayaker,

but the manatees can come out-

side the boundary and often do!

Gray or brownish in color, up to

ten feet long with a paddle-

shaped tail, most of them lie

motionless on the bottom bal-

anced by their two forelimbs or

flippers containing three to four

"fingernails" each. Their wrin-

kled, emotionless, whiskered

snout and tiny black eyes convey

a sense of patience. Without a

mean bone in their bodies, the

manatee is the most passive, gen-

tle creature that I've ever encoun-

tered. Even the three inch long

fish that feed off the algae on

their backs are infinitely more

aggressive. Usually weighing up

to 1,200 pounds, but sometimes

more, the blubber encased mana-

tees are herbivorous, feeding

mostly on sea grasses. Another

grass eater, their closest relative

is the much more territorial ele-

phant. Always hard to define,

Christopher Columbus recorded

in his ship's log of manatees;

"Sighted three mermaids on Jan.

4th, 1493. The creatures rose

high out of the water, but were

not as beautiful as I had expect-

ed."

With wetsuits on we slip into the

slightly brackish constantly 72

degree water. A medium-sized

manatee rests on the sea floor as I

snorkel around him. The manatee

undisturbed, I move on to anoth-

er who is interacting with swim-

mers. He subtly swims toward

me until our eyes are only a foot

apart! Lingering now, he is solic-

iting pets and I stroke his muzzle

like I would my pet cat Comet

back home. The skin is rough and

bumpy with bristly pelage (hair)

interspersed throughout.

Curiosity satisfied and touch

established he slowly cruises to

the next person. We swim

through a small channel beside

the manatees to a large idyllic

lagoon. The water here is com-

pletely fresh and I can't resist a

taste - luckily with no later

adverse effects. In the deepest

spots I dive through balls of

unidentified schools of fish

swirling in tight formations. A

fisherman's lure winds past an

uninterested Largemouth Bass.

No manatees are in the vicinity

and after a nice swim we decide

to return to them.

The current pushes us along and

on the way out I notice warm

springs puffing through the white

sands. Again at the sanctuary, a

manatee greets me. He obligingly

sucks off the seaweed that has

come to rest on the top of one of

my swim fins. A few Needlefish

dart past. Beyond, a baby mana-

tee soaks up attention from fel-

low visitors. Five minutes pass

and the mother casually floats by.

After three hours with these fas-

cinating animals, and my first

good Florida sunburn, we can't

pull anchor until a manatee fin-

ishes feeding on the algae coating

our anchor line. Finished grazing

now, we say goodbye to these

gentle giants and paddle away. 
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The Florida manatee is one of 

three subspecies of the West In-

dian manatee and numbers today 

at about 3,300 individuals. A mi-

gratory animal sometimes called 

a sea cow, they are rarely found 

as far north as Rhode Island and 

as far west as Texas. More com-

monly seen in Alabama, Georgia, 

South Carolina, and Florida dur-

ing the summertime, Florida has 

the manatees all to themselves in 

winter with their shallow coastal 

waters, estuaries, and rivers. 

When manatee body tempera-

tures fall below 68 degrees Fahr-

enheit they become hypothermic 

and from the months of Decem-

ber through March they seek out 

warm water springs to survive. 

Crystal River National Wildlife 

Refuge in Crystal River, Florida 

possesses thirty such springs 

which supply 600 million gallons 

of fresh water each day. Perhaps 

20 percent of the Florida mana-

tee population spends their win-

ter days here. The 40 acre refuge 

was established in 1983 and was 

formed specifically for the pro-

tection of the endangered West 

Indian manatee.

Accessible only by watercraft, 

we load our rented johnboat with 

our snorkel gear and cameras. 

Across from the launch is Banana 

Island and King Spring where a 

large protected area is off lim-

its to boats and swimmers but 

an access corridor to the spring 

and its caverns is provided. The 

main attraction here is cave div-

ing, although a few boaters lin-

ger on the perimeter observing 

manatees. We are told by our out-

fitter that Three Sisters Springs 

affords better viewing opportu-

nities as we motor in that direc-

tion. The persistent chirp of an 

osprey punctuates the ocean air 

as herons, egrets, and ibises line 

the grassy shore. Laughing gulls 

scream while cormorants and an-

hingas dive for fish. A brown peli-

can plunges head-first into Kings 

Bay next to our boat but comes 

up empty. Entering a canal at idle 

speed, in front of us on a bridge 

people are peering into the water 

and waving to us. Nearing the 

tees! The 1978 Florida Manatee 

Sanctuary Act states that “It is 

unlawful for any person, at any 

time, intentionally or negligently, 

to annoy, molest, harass, or dis-

turb any manatee.” Swimmers are 

not permitted inside the cordoned 

off area, which at peak times is 

overseen by a volunteer kayaker, 

but the manatees can come out-

side the boundary and often do! 

Gray or brownish in color, up 

to ten feet long with a paddle-

shaped tail, most of them lie mo-

tionless on the bottom balanced 

by their two forelimbs or flippers 

containing three to four “fin-

gernails” each. Their wrinkled, 

emotionless, whiskered snout and 

tiny black eyes convey a sense of 

patience. Without a mean bone in 

their bodies, the manatee is the 

most passive, gentle creature that 

I’ve ever encountered. Even the 

three inch long fish that feed off 

the algae on their backs are infi-

nitely more aggressive. Usually 

weighing up to 1,200 pounds, but 

sometimes more, the blubber en-

cased manatees are herbivorous, 

feeding mostly on sea grasses. 

Another grass eater, their clos-

est relative is the much more ter-

ritorial elephant. Always hard to 

define, Christopher Columbus re-

corded in his ship’s log of mana-

tees; “Sighted three mermaids on 

Jan. 4th, 1493. The creatures rose 

high out of the water, but were not 

as beautiful as I had expected.”

With wetsuits on we slip into 

the slightly brackish constantly 

72 degree water. A medium-sized 

manatee rests on the sea floor as I 

snorkel around him. The manatee 

undisturbed, I move on to another 

who is interacting with swim-

mers.

He subtly swims toward me 

until our eyes are only a foot 

apart! Lingering now, he is solic-

iting pets and I stroke his muzzle 

like I would my pet cat Comet 

back home. The skin is rough 

and bumpy with bristly pelage 

(hair) interspersed throughout. 

Curiosity satisfied and touch es-

tablished, he slowly cruises to the 

next person. We swim through a 

small channel beside the mana-

tees to a large idyllic lagoon. The 

water here is completely fresh 

and I can’t resist a taste - luckily 

with no later adverse effects. In 

the deepest spots I dive through 

balls of unidentified schools of 

fish swirling in tight formations. 

A fisherman’s lure winds past an 

uninterested largemouth bass. No 

manatees are in the vicinity and 

after a nice swim we decide to re-

turn to them.

The current pushes us along 

and on the way out I notice warm 

springs puffing through the white 

sands. Again at the sanctuary, 

a manatee greets me. He oblig-

ingly sucks off the seaweed that 

has come to rest on the top of one 

of my swim fins. A few needle-

fish dart past. Beyond, a baby 

manatee soaks up attention from 

fellow visitors. Five minutes pass 

and the mother casually floats 

by. After three hours with these 

fascinating animals, and my first 

good Florida sunburn, we can’t 

pull anchor until a manatee fin-

ishes feeding on the algae coating 

our anchor line. Finished grazing 

now, we say goodbye to these 

gentle giants and paddle away.

bridge, a swirl appears to the bow 

and I put the motor in neutral. A 

sow and her calf pass at arm’s 

length and we continue on. Most 

manatee fatalities are caused by 

collisions with watercraft. Some 

of the creatures that we would 

see today at the springs would 

bear propeller scars of past en-

counters.

We set anchor in 5 ½ ft. of water 

at Three Sisters Springs with four 

or five other boats. Inside buoys 

and a rope lie two dozen mana-



Gi lp in  County  News  9THURSDAY, APRIL 3,  2008

Swimming with Manatees

DAVE GIBSON

DAVE GIBSON

Advertise!
Get results from ads that get seen.

Call 303-582-0133
.aaron.storms@gilpincountynews.com

Advertise!
Get results from ads that get seen.

Call 303-582-0133
.aaron.storms@gilpincountynews.com


