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THE TRUTH ABOUT
FLORIDA’S RED TIDE

By Henry La Cossitt

Baseball’s Prize Castoff

By William Barry Furlong
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What is the strange disturbance that periodically plagues Florida’s west

coast, killing fish and temporarily spoiling beaches? Are scientists at last

learning to quell—or at least predict—invasions of this century-old nightmare?

The Truth About Florida’s Red Tide

N May 14, 1954, George A. Smathers, of
Miami, the handsome junior senator from
Florida, made a speech. He urged his col-
. leagues in the Senate to approve a bill that
would provide $3,000,000 annually to promote the
American fishing industry and fi T h into

By HENRY LACOSSITT

are beginning to call it, is believed to be present at
all times in these waters, and ordinarily is harmless.
On certain though, he 1 a terrible
scourge. This is when, for some as yet unexplained
reagon, he goes completely berserk. At such times he

any diseases that might threaten the fish themselves.
Senator Smathers’ interest in the bill was not
trivial, One of the things it would help to combat, if
passed, is the so-called Red Tide, a particularly evil
sea plague that has been appearing at intervals in
the waters of the Gulf of Mexico off the west coast
of Florida for at least 110 years, which is as long as
records of the area have been kept. It has been ob-
served as far north as Cedar Key and as far south
as Key West, and every time it has shown up it has
laugh d fish in ast ical b As figh-
ing, commercial or recreational, is important busi-
negs in Florida, this is enough in itsell to explain
Senator Smathers’ intense interest. There were
other reasons as well. Because of its extremely un-
pleasantattributes, the Tide has been harassing resi-
dents on gulf-coast beaches in recent years and
making life a nigh for all d with
Western Florida’s huge tourist and real-estate indus-
tries. Even as Senator Smathers was speaking, the
Tide was causing near panic among these people
along the pleasant strip of coast line from Clear-
water on the north, almost to Fort Myers on the
south—a distance of about 110 miles as the crow
flies.
The Red Tide is caused by an organism known as
Gymnodinium brevis which is found only in the gulf
waters off Florida’s west coast. Jim Brevis, as they

“bl " That is, he multiplies himself in a repro-
ductive orgy so fantastic that he sometimes reaches
a density of 60,000,000 organisms to a quart of sea
water. When this happens, he imparts to the water
the reddish tint that gives him the name he is best
known by, although in some of his phases his color is
amber, olive green or some other hue.

more than 100 yards inland from the beach if a light
breeze is blowing in from the gull. If the wind is
strong, however, the effect is said to be felt as far as
a mile and a half inland. In ordinary circumstances
respiratory ills disappear immediately after Lhe suf-
ferer leaves the beach,

Violent turbulence, such as a hurricane, will
subdue Jim Brevis—at least for a time—as it breaks
up his concentrations, but this would seem to be
poor consolation to the people.

In order to support his argumenis in faver of the
money bill, Senator Smathers read into the Con-

During his period of frenzied reprod Jim
Brevis becomes malignantly toxic. He seems to have
a paralyzing effect on sea creatures similar to that
of curare, and his murders are numbered in the high
millions. In the tragic Tide outbreak of 1946-1947,
wncientists estimate that half a billion fish were killed,
along with other sea animals such as turtles, por-
poises and shellfish. Even humans are not safe from
the scourge. |

In researching this article, I visited Bradenton
Beach one day when the Red Tide happened to be
nearby and the wind was right. My eyes streamed,
I had a burning sensation in my nostriis and I began
to cough and wheeze with almost every breath. My
throat tightened and became sore. I was told, how-
ever, that mine was not a very severe reaction.
Miles J. Cruickshank, a retired investment banker
from New York, living in Nokomis, says he has
coughed 50 hard at times that he has retched. Ani-
mals cough and wheeze too.

These irritations appear, fortunately, only when
dim Brevis is lurking close to shore, and then no

g I Record testimony of the west-coast citi-
zenry as to what Jim Brevis had done to them. This
was in the form of letters and telegrams from cham-
bers of commerce in the affected area. Clearwater
reported a loss of $3,750,000 last season because of
the Tide. Its most recent visitation there hegan in
August, 1953, and, at this writing—July, 1954 —
still was present in places along the aflticied coast.
The Clearwater chamber said charter- and party-
boat owners, the commercial-fishing industry and
hotel, motel, restaurant and other services, were af-
fected. Further losses were predicted.

St. Petersburg reported no serious infestation dur-~
ing the recent Tide, but said its fourist business had
been hurt because of the virulence to the south and
north. It added that during the dreadful oulbreak in
1947, the use of tourist accommodations along the
beach practically stopped for six weeks.

Bradenton reported that the $4,000,000 commer-
cial-fishing industry at the little village of Cortez
nearby was practically out of business because of
the present Tide. *It kills the fish,” said the report,




““it kills the market, and buyers are not interested
for some time after it has done its damage.” Braden-
ton added that sports fishing had been practically
destroyed and that the effect was just as “devastat-
ing to the tourist business as it is to the fishing in-
dustry.” Sarasota reported real-estate values at a
standstill, if not actually declining, and predicted a
major depression along the Florida west coast
should the Tide persisi. ‘The Fort Myers chamber
wired that, although Jim Brevis had not actually
been present at their Lown, which is on the Caloosa-
hatchee River a number of miles from the gulf, they
had lost about $500,000 during the 1954 season be-
cauge of canceled reservations and people who were
afraid to stop ** because of Red Tide rumors.”

Senator Smathers could have cited many other
things. Up at John's Pass above St. Petersburg
Beach, Don Clymer, a party-boat man, says his
husiness is off at least by one third because of the
Tide, even though its effect was negligible along
the beach itself. Don says the Tide has driven the
fish out into the gulf, so that you have to go as far as
forly to fifty miles for them. The Clymer hoats are
big and powerful and he has survived; those with
smaller boats unable to make the longer runs are al-
most out of business. Rube Allyn, outdoor editor of
the St. Petershurg Times, wrote in his column last
winter that the famous fishing docks at Pass-a-
Grille at the mouth of Tampa Bay were deserted,
with some fishermen offering their boats and tackle
for sale at bargain prices.

At Bradenton, they tell of tons of fish floating in
the Manatee River at the height of the Tide, with
commercial-fishing crews leaving the area because of
shrinking calches. And Mrs. Betty Wickham, Bra-
denton Herald reporter, assigned to cover Jim Brevis
and his nefarious activities, told me that they even
found gulls and ducks dead in the Manatee, while
the population of eagles is being depleted. “As far s
we can learn, there’s only one eaglet left in Manatee
County,” Mrs. Wickham said. (Scientists say there
is no conclusive evidence that birds are affected by
the Tide, even when they eat the fish that are, but
the possibility isn’( ruled out.)

‘While the 1953-54 Tide was present from Clear-
water to Big Marco Pass, some fifteen miles south of
Naples, its heaviest concentrations were from Bra-
denton on the norih to Bocagrande, at the mouth of
Charlotte Harbor, on the south.

Sam Whidden, a bait dealer at Bocagrande, told
me he was losing thousands of dollars. I talked to
Sam in May, with the tarpon season just beginning.
RBoeagrande is famous for its tarpon fishing, but
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n and Dr. Samuel
Kaplan study the effects of the Red Tide on human beings.

Sam was dejected. “There are plenty of tarpon,”
he said. ““They’re smart enough to stay out of the
stuff, but you can’t catch ’em without bait.” Sam
says you never know when you’re going to run into
a patch of Tide or when it’s going to run into you,
and since you have to keep pumping fresh sea water
into your bait tanks, you're likely to get some of the
Tide at any time, and that'll do for the baits. The
morning 1 talked to Sam he lost 125 dozen baits that
would have retailed at about two dollars a dozen. He
had pumped some of the Tide into his tank.

I saw this happen myself on a tarpon-fishing ex-
pedition headed south from Venice Inlet. There were
pinfish, chub, small snapper, shrimp and crabs in
the tank. We were pumping fresh sea water into it
as usual when we passed through a patch of Tide. All
of the fish died. The shrimp and crabs were still alive
when we docked, but they are known to be more
difficult to kill. When the Tide hit the fish, they be-
gan convulsive movements, rising to the surface,
sounding, darting about in frenzy —always off bal-
ance, as if their equilibrium were affected. Then
they turned up their bellies and expired.

Jim Brevis Can Put You Out of Business

WHEN this happens to large schools of fish in the
gulf or the bays, the spectacle is appalling, E. F.
Taylor, a fish dealer at Venice Inlet, who says Jim
Brevis has put him out of business, told me that on
May fourteenth—the day Senator Smathers made
his speech—he and his wife saw a large school of
mullet coming in from the gulf. Taylor estimated
there were at least 25,000 pounds of fish in the
school. They swam inland, then turned and were
headed back to the gulf when they ran head on into
a large patch of Jim Brevis floating up the inlet on
the incoming tide. Presently there was not a fish left
alive in the inlet.

Fishermen have been more affected by the Red
Tide than anybody else— because 80 many of them
operate on small eapital—although, as mentioned,
tourism and real estate have been influenced too.
The effects here, however, have been spotty and in-
conclusive. Sarasota, for instance, had the best

29

ingly held off until the middle of spring, although
there were sporadic outbreaks here and there.

At Englewood, some thirty miles to the south,
the story was different. Real-estate people in this
community, near where A. G. and W. H. Vanderbilt
own 35,000 acres, told me sales were off by as much
a8 60 per cent. At Venice, about twenty miles south
of Sarasota, George F. Gibbs, Jr., who owns the
Tarpon Center group of tourist homes, said his
rentals held, although there were complaints. On
Casey Key, just above Venice, R. G. Simpson told
me his income maintained in 1954, although the
turnover in tourists was three times what it usually
was, because of people pulling out. Bradenton
Beach, which has a large summer business, was
badly hurt when the Tide struck in August, 1953,
People are said to have left in droves and there were
battered rentals. Nevertheless, like Sarasota, Bra-
denton Beach and Bradenton itself were fortunate in
that the scourge held off during the height of the
winter season to give the tourist business a chance
1o recoup some of its losses.

But—and this is what gives everybody up and
down the west coast their real jitters—what if the
Tide continues? What if Jim Brevis refuses to go
away, as he used to after one of his attacks? He has
Deen skulking along the coast now in varying degrees
of viciousness since his rampage of 1946-1947. Be-
fore that, he hadn’t been around since his cata-
strophic bloom back in 1916-1917; this time he shows
no indication of leaving, even though his raids are
sporadic and there are times when it seems as if he
had subsided.

While there are no figures available as {o the
actual value of homes, businesses, investments and
savings in the seven counties currently threatensd
hy Jim Brevis, the best guesses put them in the bil-
lions. This accounts for the nightmares of gulf-
coast citizens. They know tourists won't keep on
coming if Jim Brevis sticks around.

The nightmares become even more vivid when
the medical aspect of the Tide is considered. The
respiratory troubles resulting from the Tide ordi-
narily are not serious, but they always are bother-
some, and they can actually disrupt the life of a com-

season, tourist-wise, in its history, despite its g} y

y. For ple, Mrs. Wickham says there was

report on real-estate values. Also, its building per-
mits for the first four months of 1954 ran $1,000,000
ahead of the same period in 1953, even though the
Tide was somewhere nearby and might come in at
any Hi , it hapy d to reach the
height of its virulence at Sarasota in November and
December, before the big season began, and oblig-
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Bradenton Beach, with some children — including
her own son—running high temperatures, and
severely sick. Many children, however, seem to be
immune--nobody knows why —and most youngsters
are less susceptible than their elders.

(Continued on Page 67)
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THE TRUTH ABOUT
FLORIDA’S RED TIDE

(Continued from Page 29)

In Venice, Doclors Samuel E. Kap-
Jan and Talmadge Thompson say that
if there is any tendency Lo respiratory
ills, or if resistance is low, the result
probably will be tracheal bronchitis or
pneumonitis. This Lhey treal sympto-
matically, as they know practically
nothing about Lhe cause. Antibiotics
seem Lo be ineffective,

‘The doctors say that sinus cases seem
not Lo he bothered, but that asthmatics
and ‘allergics suffer, as do cardiac peo-
ple. They ielt of n man with chronic
8 who alimost died becnuse he
d Lhe Pide’s exudation and who
had te be kept in the hospital under
oxygen. A child with allergic tenden-
cies had to be treated with ACTH as
well as oxygen to keep him alive. There
is also the case of the Vermont family
who came to Venice—father, mother
and two children —to settle. The father
intended to buy a business, but he is
back in Vermont. His children hap-
pened to be among those viciously af-
fected by the Tide.

For certain relief the doctors can
prescribe only one thing: stay away
from the shore. They don’t know what
else to do. What causes the coughing
and other respiratory unpleasantness
nobody can say for sure, Once it was
thought to he a gas; now it is generally
accepled by medical men and marine
biologists alike that it is an lrntant
The irritant is believed to be ’
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signo by wesi-const Tesidents Lesu'iy-
ing to the detrimental physical effects
they had suffered because of the Tide.
The President and the Secretary were
asked to help in obtaining an appro-
priation of $250,000 for the United
States Public Health Service, the
money to be used for research into the
harmful effects of the Tide on human
beings. The committee suggested that
a laboratory be set up at Venice, to
operate for two years. As of this writ-
ing, there had been no action on the
request in Congress, and because the
committee has become the center of a

when the Tide’s organisms die and de-
teriorate, releasing billions upon bil-
lions of particles that are borne in
droplets of waler on the wind.

But there may be other effects as
well. ‘The United States I'ish and Wild-
life Service in Washington has a letter
from a woman who fed her cat broth
made {rom coquinas washed up in the
Rel Tide. A coquina is a small clam no
more than an inch long and ﬂ’s bro!.h is
ordinarily whol i
“T'he woman wrote that the effect on the
cat —she ate none herself —was that its
head hung loosely, as if it were spastic,
and its back hunched and twisted as if
it had tetanus. This condilion ab-
tained for five days, after which the cat
returned to normal,

Tt was once believed that Jim Brevis
strangled his victims, that he clogged
the gills of fish and that they suffocated
as a consequence. But the fact that
mammals and reptiles also are killed
disproved this. And the troubles ex-
pevienced by the cal afler eating ihe
coquina broth tend to bear oul the
present generally held belief that Jim
Brevis is actually neurotoxic. So does
the testimony of six people to whom I
talked, although here again there is no
certain conclusion and the possibilities
of ordinary food poisoning and even
hysteria must be considered. Three of
ihese cases were at Venice, and they
had eaten mullel taken dying from the
Tide. Three were ai Placida, and these
had eaten raw mangrove oysters that
had been covered by the Tide. Inevery
case there was a reported numbness of
the face, and in one instance an inabil-
ity to talk. All toid of stomach distress
and nausen. Doctors to whom 1 talked
said they knew of similar cases. In ev-
ery instance, however, the effecis were
of only short duration —a few hours at
the most.

There was also the skin diver who
deliberately swam into the Tide as an
experiment and swallowed some of it.
He, too, felt numb, and suffered stom-
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"Why do we scratch
when we don't have fleas?"

Sergeant’s stops scratching quickly!

Scratching doesn’t always mean fleas,
Pungus and lice also cause itching.
Knock out these pests—and fleas, too
—with Sergeant’s new SKIP-FLEA
SCRATCH Powder.

A new anti-scratch ingredient has
been added so that now this one
remarkable powder kills fleas, lice,
checks fungus and deodorizes! A good
bath with Sergeant’s SKIP-FLEA
Soap or new SKIP-FLEA Shampoo,
followed by regular dustings with
Skip-Flea Seratch Powder, ends al!
Whese acTRLCT roblems.

complete line of Sergeant's dog care
products to keep your dog clean,
healthy, worm-free, too, Veterinar-
ian tested, Sergeant’s has been re-
lied on for 77 years by millions of
dog-owners.

FREE: Sergeant’s Dog Book answers
all questions on dog health, feeding,
care and training. Get your copy
today at any drug or pet counter or
just write Sergeant’s.

Life at both ends of the leash is
happter when Fai sy,

Sergeant’s
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