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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?

By HENRY LACOSSITT

[j] N May 14, 1954, George A. Smathers, of lire beginning to call it, is believed to Lie present at more than 100 yards inland from the lleach if alight
I Miami, the hsndsome junior senator from ItIl times in these wsters, and ordinarily is harmless. breeze is blowing in (rom the gull. 11 tile wi..d is

Florida, made a speech. He urged his col- On certain occasions, though, he becomes a terrible strong, however, the etrect is said to be felt as fsr as
leagues in the Senate to approve a bill that scourge. This is when, for some as yet unexplained s mile snd a hall i..land. In ordinsry circumsta..ces

would provide $3,000,000 annually to promote the reason, he goes completely berserk. At such times he respiratory ilia disappear immediately after the suf-
American fishing industry and finance research into "blooms." Thst is, he multiplies himsell in a repro- ferer leaves the beach.
any diseases thst might threaten the fISh themselves. ductive orgy so fantastic that he sometimes reaches Violent turbule..ce, such as a hurrica..e, will

Senator Smathers' interest i.. the bill was not a density of 60,000,000 organisms to a quart of sea subdue Jim Brevis-at least for a time-as it breaks
trivial. One of the things it would help to comhst, if water. When this happens, he imparts to the water up his co..centratio..s, hut this would seem to be
passed, is the so-called Red Tide, a particularly evil the reddish tint thst gives him the name he is best poor consolation to the people.
sea plague thst has been appearing at intervals in known by, although in some of his phases his color is In order to support his arguments ia favor of the
the waters of the Gulf of Mexico off the west coast umber, olive green or some other hue. money hill, Senator Smathers read into the Con-
of Florida for at least 110 years, which is as long as nuring his period of frenzied reproduction, Jim gresaional Record testimony o[ the west-coast citi-
records of the area hsve been kept. It has been ob- Brevis becomes malignantly toxic. He seems to have zenry as to whst Jim Brevis had done to them. This
served as far north as Cedar Key and as far south a peralyzing effect On sea creatures similar to thst was in the form of letters and telegrams from cham-
as Key West, and every time it hss shown up it has of curare, and his murders are numbered in the high bers of commerce in the atrected area. Clearwater
slaughtered fish in astronomical numbers. As fish- millions. In the tragic Tide outhreak of 1946-1947, reporwd a loss o[ $3,750,000 last sea8'm LlecauRe o[
ing, commercial or recreatio..al, is important busi- HcieOllist" esti"II,te tlillt 111,11 a "illio.. ti." w.,re killed, tile Tide. It,, most reccOll visiultio.. tiler" Llegml in
nesa in Florida, thiH is enough in itsell to explain along wiLlI other sea a..imals sllch as turtles, por- August, 1953, and, at this writi..g-July, 1954-
Senator Smathers' intense interest. Tbere were lJOises and shellfish. Even humans are not safe from still was present in places along the amicled coast.
other reasons as well. Because of its extremely un- the HCourge. The Clearwater chamber said charter- and party.
pleasant attributes, the Tide hss been hsraaaingresi- In researching this article, I visited Bradenton boat owners, the commercial-tishing industry and
dents on gull-coast beaches in recent years and Beach one day when the Red 'l'ide hsppened to be hotel, motel, restaurant and other services, were nf-
making life a nightmare for all connected with ..earhy and the wind was right. My eyes streamed, fecwd. Further losses were predicted.
Western Florida'shugetourist and real-eatate indus- I had a burning sensation in my nostrils and I began St. Pewrsburg reported no serious inf!,stntion dur-
tries. Even as Senator Smathers was speaking, the to cough and wheeze with almost every breath. My ing the recent Tide, but said its Lourist business had
'ride was causing near panic among these peeple throat tightened and became sore. I was told, how- been hurt because o[ the virulence to the SOUtll and
along the pleasant strip o[ coast lule from Clear- ever, that mine was not a very severe reaction. north. It added tl",t during tile dreadful out"reak in
water on the north, almost to Fort Myers on the Miles J. Cruickshank, a retired investment banker 1947, the use of tourist accomnlodations along the
south-a distance nf about 110 miles as the crow [rom New York, living in NokomiH, says be has beach practicallyatopped for six weeks.
llies. coughed 80 hsrd st times thst he has retched. Ani- Bradenton reported thst the $4,000,000 commer-

The Red Tide is caused by an organism known as mals cough and wheeze too. cial-fishing industry at the little village of Cortez
Gym,wdinium brevis which is found only in the gulf These irritations appear, fortunately, only when nearby was practically out of business because o[
waters off Florida's west coast. Jim Brevis, as they Jim Brevis is lurking close to sbore, and then no the present Tide. "It kills the fish," said the report,
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"it kills tile market, and buyers are not interested Sam was dejected. "There are plenty of tarpon," ingly held off until the middle of spring, although
for some time after it has done ita damage." Braden- he Raid. "They're smart enough to stay out of the thare were sporadic outbreaks here and there.
ton added that sports fiahing had been practically stuff, but you can't catch 'em without bsit." Sam At Englewood, sorns thirty miles to the south,
d"'troyed anll that tile effect was just as "devaatat- Rays you never know when you're going to run in1" the story was different. Real-estate people in this
ing to the tourist business as it is to the fL'Ihing in- a patch of Tide or when it's going to run into you, community, nenr where A. G. and W. H. Vanderbilt
lIustry." Rarasota report..d real-estate values at a and since you have to keep pumping fresh Ben water own 35,000 acres, told me aales were off by as much
stondstill, if not actually lIeclining, and predicted a into your bait tanks, you're likely to get some of the as 60 per cent. At Venice, about twenty miles soutl,
major depression along the Florida west coast Tide at any time, and that'll do for the baits. The of Sarasota, George F. Gibbs, Jr., who owns the
.boulll tbe 'I'ille l.ers;st. 'rhe Fort Myers chaml.er morning I talked to Sam he loot 125 dozen baits that 'I'arpon Center group of tourist homes, Raid his
wIred that, although Jim Brevis had not actually would have retailed at about two dollars a do...n. He rentals held, although there were complaints. On
flE"n present at the;r town, which is on the Calooaa- had pumped BOrne of the Tide into his tank. CaReY Key, just above Venice, R.G. Simpson told
h"tchee River a numl,.r of miles from the gulf, they I RaW this happen myself on a tarpon-fishing ex- me his income maintained in 1954, although the
h.,d lost about $500,000 during the 1954 Benson l.e- pedition headed south from Venice Inlet. Tllere were turnover in tourista was three times what it usually
cause of canceled reservations and people wbo were pinfish, chub, small snapper, shrimp and crabs in waa, because of people pulling out. Bradenton
afraid to stop "!lOCause of Red Tide rumors. " the tank. We were pumping fresh Ben water into it Beach, which has a large summer business, was

Sanator Sn1athers could have c;ted many other as usual when we paased througba patch of Tide. All badly hurt when the Tide struck in August, 1953.
things. Up at John's Pa88 al1Ove St. Petersburg of the fish died. The shrimp and crabs were still alive People are aaid to have lef tin droves and there were
Beach, Don Clymer, a party-boat man, RaYs his when we docked, but they are known to be more battered rentals. Nevertheless, like SaraBOta, Bro-
business ia off at least by one third because of the difficult to kill. When tile T;de hit tbe fisb, they be- denton Beach and Bradenton itaelfwere fortunate in
'I'ide, even though its effect was negligible along gan convulsive movementa, rising to the surface, that tbe scourge held off during the height of the
the beach itaelf. Don RaYs the Tide haft driven the sounding, darting about in frenzy-always off bal- winter Benson to give the tourist business a chance
fash out into the gulf, so that you have to go as far as once, aa if their equilibrium were affected. Then to recoup some of its losses.
fo],ty to fifty miles for them. The Clymer 11Oats are they turned up their bellies and expired. But-and this is what gives everybody up and
I,ig and powerful and he has survived; those with lIown the west coa.t their real jitters-what if the
snlaller bosta unable to make the longer runs are al- Jim Brevis rAm Put Y 011 Out of "usiness Tide continues? Wbat if Jim Brevis renlBes to go
m".t out of busin~. Rube Allyu, outdoor editor of awsy, as he used to after one of his attacks? He has
the St. Petersburg Times, wrote in hia column Isst WlHEN this happens to large schools of fish in tho I..en skulking along the coast now in varying degrees
winter tI,at the famous fi.hing docks at Pa88-a- tV gulf or the hays, the spectacle is appall;ng. E. F. of viciousness since his rampage of 1946-1947. Be-
Grille at the mouth of Tampa Bay were deserted, Taylor, a fISh dealer at Venice Inlet, who Rays Jim fore that, he hadn't been around since his cata-
with sOme fi.hermen offering their 11Oats and tackle Brevia has put him out of business, told me that on strophic hloom back in 1916-1917; this time he shows
CO], aale at bargain prices. May fourteenth-the day Senator Smathers made no indication of lenving, even though his raida are

At Bradenton, they tell of tons of fish floating in his speech-he and his Mfe RaW a large school of sporadic snd there are times when it seems as if he
the Manatee River at the height of the Tide, with mullet coming in from the gulf. Taylor estimatecl had suhsided.
commercial-fishing crews leaviog thc area L.ecause of there were at least 25,000 pounds of fish in the While there are no figures available aa to the
shrinking Clltches. Ami Mrs. Betty Wickham, Bra- school. They swam inland, then turned and were IIctual value of homes, bus;neaaes, inventments and
denton Hernld reporter, a88igned to cover Jim Brevis headed back to the gulf when they ran head on into Ravings in the seven counties currently threatenell
and hia nefar;ous activities, told me that thay even a large patch of Jim Brevis floating up tbe inlet on by Jim Brevis, the beat guesses put them in the bil-
found gulls and ducks dead in the Manat.., while the incoming tide. Presently there was not a fish left I ions. This accounts for the nightmares of gulf-
tI", 11Opulation of eagles ia l.eing depleted. ., As far as alive in the inlet. coast citizens. They know tourists won't keep on
we can lenrn, there's only one eaglet left in Manatee Fiahermen have been more affected by the Red coming if Jim Brevis sticka around.
Cc,unty," Mrs. Wickham Raid. (Scientista asy there Tide than anybody else- because BO many of them The nightmares become even more vivid when
is ]00 conclosive evidence that birds are affected by operate on small capital-althougb, aa mentioned, the medical aspect of tho Tide is considered. The
the Tide. even when tlley eat the fish that are, but tourism and renl estate have been influenced too. respiratory troubles resulting from the Tide ordi-
the )1O88ibility ian't ruled out.) Tbe effects here, however. have been spotty and in- narily are not serious, but they always are bother-

While the 1953-54 Tide was present from Clear- conclusive. Sarasota. for instance, had the best some, and they can actuallydiarupt the life ofa com-
water to BiJ; Marco Pass, some fifteen miles south of season, tourist-Mse, in its hiatory, despite its gloomy munity. For example, Mrs. Wickham aays there Waft
N"ples, il.. heaviest concentrations were from Bra- report on real-estate values. Also, ita building per- an unusual amount of absenteeism at the school on
den ton on the nortll to Bocagrnnde, at the month of mits fortbe first four montba of 1954 ran $1,000,000 nradenton Beach, with BOrne children-including
Charlotte lIarl"'r, on the BOuth. ahead of the same period in 1953, even though the her own BOn-running high temperaturea, and

Sam Whidden, a bait dealer at Bocagrande, told 'I'ide Waft somewhere nearby and might come in at severely sick. Many children, however, seem to be
me he was losing thousands of dollars. I talked to any moment. However, it happened to reach the immune-nobody knows why-and most youngaters
SaI'1 in May, with the tarpon season just beginning. height of its virulence at Sarasota in November and lire less susceptible than their elders.
[\ocagrnnde i.'I famous for its tarl1On fiahing, but Deeeml.er, l.efore the big Benson !.egan, and ohlig- (c,."'mnoll on P 1i7)
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Dr" Talmadge Thompson, Dr. Stanley MarU:';;;;:.j'D;~ S::;;~;~i
Kaplun s...dy the effects or the R.d Tide on human beings.
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"Why do we scratch

when we don't have fleas?"

Sergeant's staps s
Scratching doesn't always mean fleas.
Fungus and llce also cause Itching.
Knock out these pests-and fleas, too
-with Sergeant's new SKIP-FLEA
~ Powder.

A new anti-scratch Ingredient has
been added so that now this One
remarkable powder kills fleas, llce,
checks fungus and deodorizes I A good
bath with Sergeant's SKIP-FLEA

Soap or new SKIP-FLEA Shampoo,
followed by regular dustlngs with
Skip-Flea Scratch Powder, ends aU
these scratchIiigproblems.

Buy these aafe. easy-to-use Ser-
geant's products at drug and pet
counters everywhere. You'll find a

'I'llI-; S,\'I'Ultlli" ";VE~'NG "OS'I'

THE TRUTH ABOUT acb crampa and nausea: 'r:he Tide ,.
seema also to haya an IrrItating effect

icratching 

quickly!
complcte line of Scrgeant's dog care
products to keep your dog clean,
healthy, worm-free, too, Veterinar-
ian tested, Sergcant'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 pot counter or
Just write Sergeant's.

Life at both ends of the leash is
happier when you use ...
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i;)eyqean, s "'on.
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FLORIDA'S RED TIDE on the skin in some cases. Fishennen

told me that tidal water caused the skin

((""'i"",,., rn"" .'""" 29) of their hands snd arms to hurn when,-" 'c_, 'c_-
In Venice, Docl"1"11 Samuel E. I{np-

Inn ami 'Y'almadge 'Y'hompson say that
ir then, i" nny tendency to respiratory
ills, or if resiR,"mce is low, the resulL
prohahly will 1)(, tracheal hronchitia or
pneumonitis. 'Y'ltis they treat Rymp1"-
Irnltic"lIy, "" ihey know pnlcticslly
nothin,: al)()ut tIle c"u,,". AniihiotiCH
scem u, be inelTeciive.

The doctOI"ll say that sinus cases seem
not to I.. I)()thered, hut that asthmatics
andallergics suITer, as do cardiac peo-
plo.. They "'" oof " m"n wiih chronic
or"""hili" wI... "I""."L ,lit,.1 I"cn""" 1..,
ore"U",,1 tI,e 'J'ide'" exudation "ml who
had to I", kept in the hospital under
oxygen. A child with allergic tenden-
cies had to I.. treated with ACTH RS
well as oxygen to keep him alive. There
is also the caRe of ihe Vermont family
who came to Venice-father, mother
and two children-to settle. The father
intended to Ituy a business, but he is
Imck in Vermont. Hia children hap-
pened to he among those viciously af-
fecLed hy the 'ride.

I'or certain relief the doctors can
prescril.. only one thing: stay away
from tlte shore. They don't know what
else to do. What causeR the coughing
awl other respimtory unpleasantness
nollOdy can say for sure, Once it was
UIOUgll1 to I.. a gas; now it i9generally
ncceptcd I.y mcdical men and marine

, I.iologisl$ alike that it is an irritant.
'Y'he irritant is believed to he created
when the Tide's organisms die and de-
teriorate, releRSing hillions upon I.il-
lions of particles that are borne in
droplel" of water on the wind.

Hut there may I", other effects as
well. 'rhe Unite.1 Stal"R i'ish and Wild-
life Scrvice in Washington haR a lett"r
from a woman who fed her cat Itroth
made from coquinas waRI1ed up in the
Re,1 Tide. A coquina is n small clam no
more Iltan an inch long and it" I.roth is
onlinarily wl.olesome fInd delicintlR.
'J'he wonUln wn,te that iI.e effect on the
cnt-ahe ate nOne herself-was that its
I.ead hnng looRely, as if it were spastic,
"nd it" hack I.unched and twisted as if
it Imd tel.l1nus. 'rhi.. conditiou olr
l.I1in..1 for five dnys, after which the cat
mturned to normal.

It wns once I",lieved that Jim Brevis
sirangled his victims, that he clogged
tl.e gills of lish amI Lwlt they sulfocal"d
a9 a consequence. But the fact that
mammalR and reptiles also are killed
diRproye,1 iltis. And the trouhles ex-
p"..ieuc..1 I.y Lhe "'It after eating ihe
""quina bn.th Lend to bear out the
present generally held belief that Jim
Brevis ia actually neurotoxic. So d,,"s
tIle teat;,nooy of nix people to whom i
',like.I, nlll.ough here again there ia no
""rl.l1;,. conclusion and the l"'O"ibilities
of ordinary rO()(I I}{}isoning and even
I.y"teri" must I.. considered. Three of
the.. ca..s \yere at Venice, aud they
h"d eaten mullet taken dying from iI\e
'Y'ide. 'Y'hree were at Placida, and the..
h"d eaien rnw mnngrove oystel"ll that
h"d \.,.,n covered I.y the 'ride. in every
e",," iI\ere was a relJOrted numhneOH of
U,e fll'" and in om' inaUlnce an inahil-
iiy u, talk. All told of stomach distress
and nnu..n. Doctol"ll to whom I talked
Sllid I hey knew of similar CaReR. In ev-
ery instance, however, the effects were
or only shorL duration -n few hoUI"II at
tltemosL.

'rhere waft also the akin diver who
deliberately awam into the Tide as an
experiment and swallowed some of it.
He, too, felL numh, and suffered stom-

CAI~ ~ ", ."U .".. .""
reIIidUIII msh.

Of course, not manv w;1I

this witch's brew.

ter;or McKsv.

signed by west-cosst res;dents testify-
ing to tbe detrimental physical effects
they had suffered because of the Tide.
The President and the Secretsry were
asked to belp in obtaining sn appro.
priation of $250,000 for the United
States Public Health Service, the
money to be used for research ;nto the
harmful effects of the Tide on buman
beings. Tbe committee suggested that
a laboratory be set up at Venice, to
operate for two years. Aa of this writ-
;ng, there Imd lleen no action on the
request in Congresa, and becsuse the
committee has become the center of a
political squabble, it is unlikely that
anything ever w;1I come of its activi-
ties.

Naturally, with such a formidable
foe as Jim Brevis, there have l.een

cia! pronouncement

cven violent ,,'.out ;t.

'",Iieve otherwise, and premoure
such that the dynamiting was

year and which closes on
thirtv-first.


