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 Did you know that fall foliage is a spring phenomenon in southwest Flori-
da? Sort of. Fire, like the breakdown of chlorophyll on deciduous trees in 
the fall, is a natural process in the Myakka Valley.

12,000 planned,) to keep Myakka’s natural communities in optimal ecological condition. So follow 
the scent of smoke out to Myakka and enjoy the colors of spring!

 Myakka’s spring wildflower 
display showcases some plant 
species dependent on fluctuat-
ing water levels; like coreopsis 
(Coreopsis spp.) and some; 
like grasspinks (Callopogon 
spp.) that depend on fire. Many 
native animals depend on fire native animals depend on fire 
also.

 That is why the Myakka team 
works long, hot, strenuous 
hours this time of year to main-
tain habitat for fire dependent 
animals and plants.

 Myakka’s prescribed fire co-
ordinator, Jon Meyer, says 
about 7,200 acres have been 
burned so far this year (about 
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Grasspinks (Callapogon spp.) emerge after prescribed fire

Dog banana (Asminia reticulata)

Fall colors in spring; post prescribed fire, zone 15 (March 10, 2021.)
Lower Myakka Lake in background
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“Miss Myakka” Donated to the Friends

Amenities for Visitors on Bicycles

Bike the Real Florida this National
Bike Month!

by Linda Greaves (Friends Board Member)

by Zack Westmark (Park Ranger)

https://www.facebook.com/FriendsOfMyakka

 Many thanks to George and Margaret Byl for donating the 
painting; “Miss Myakka” by artist Brandon Coudal, of No-
komis, Florida to the Friends of Myakka River. 

 Valued at $4,800, the painting is part of the artists’ new vin-
tage series. As Coudal explains; “was inspired by all the won-
derful illustrators/artists of the mid-century who took us to 
places we had never been before.” The artist’s marine life and 
wildlife paintings show his love of nature. The model for this 
painting is his wife, Nicole.

 Mr. and Mrs. Byl resided part-time in Longboat Key, but their 
permanent residence is in Massachusetts. They both felt the 
painting “needed to stay home where people would appreci-
ate its origins both for the artist and for the setting.” Further-
more, the donors expressed that the painting be donated 
“with no restrictions on its use. The Friends may sell, exhibit, 
or use the painting in the manner that best meets the goals of 
the Friends.”

 Come to Myakka on a weekend morning and you will 
notice visitors flocking to the south parking areas to ditch 
their cars and hop on their bicycles.

 The Friends of Myakka River are providing a bicycle work 
station in the south pavilion parking area so visitors can air 
up their tires and make any adjustments after transporting 
their bicycle.

  Volunteers Tom Adler, Earl Cross, and Steve Ravelli in-
stalled the unit. Thanks crew!

 Save the date! Saturday May 22, we will be celebrating National 
Bike Month and installation of the bicycle work station, with Bike 
Myakka! Day.

 A fun scavenger hunt, plus three self-guided rides for all riding 
abilities, bike swag, and the chance to win prizes will be on offer.

 Sponsored by the Friends of Myakka River. Check the Friends’ 
Facebook page for updates and more information!

Friends Updates
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Mr. & Mrs. Byl donated the “Miss Myakka”

painting to the Friends

Marty and Pat Jones of Citrus County are
pleased with the new work station

Thank you volunteer Octavio Perez
for this awesome logo design!
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by Steven Schaefer (Friends Board Member & Volunteer)

or? In 1975, I completed my first pole barn in Vermont, which collapsed of snow load the first winter. 
Thankfully no animals or humans were injured during the construction or destruction. But this is Flor-
ida and since there is no snow to worry about, I volunteered. Hey, it was a simple pole barn.

back, so I called again and was informed by the secretary they were still working on securing a 
permit.

 A few more weeks passed, so I called again. Still no permit, but they did provide a copy of the 
plans and contact information of an owner who had a barn completed by the company. I drove two 
and a half hours up to Brooksville and was welcomed by a beautifully constructed pole barn. The 
owner praised the company and gave me the name of another satisfied customer.

  A few more weeks passed. Almost a year and a half has elapsed since begining this project. We 
are eager to start construction, but still no permit. Do we need a permit? The answer seems to be 
floating among various county and state offices.

 See, it is just a simple pole barn!

 Myakka River State Park depends on a fleet 
of tractors, trucks, swamp buggies and various  
implements to ensure a positive visitor experi-
ence. One of the services the Friends of 
Myakka River provide is to raise money for 
those things that the park needs but the state is 
unable to furnish. The Friends purchased some 
of this equipment, so we have a vested interest of this equipment, so we have a vested interest 
in keeping it in tip top shape. 

 When Park Manager Steve G. came to the 
board with a request to keep the park’s equip-
ment under cover, it was decided to forge 
ahead building an 80 by 40-foot pole barn.

 But who would be responsible for this endeav-

 The first order of business was to find the 
best contractor for the job. After several sug-
gestions from board members, hours of re-
search, and many phone calls and e-mails we 
had it narrowed down to two. You would be 
amazed at how many people did not return 
phone calls or e-mails. Then based on price we 
were down to one.  

 Meanwhile, although the company had good 
reviews and sounded very professional, I 
wanted to see a barn they had built. I contacted 
the sales manager to initiate the permitting pro-
cess, request a copy of the plans, and the 
name of somebody who owned a barn they 
had built. A few weeks passed without hearing 

A Simple Pole Barn
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A small sample of Myakka’s equipment that needs protection

Small pole barn construction by selected contractor
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(continued on page 5)

Wild Turkeys, another wildlife restoration success story, meander 
down Powerline road, a former railway grade

A foundation of the ranch house water tower,
stacked high with visitor-found relics

White-tail deer, hunted almost to extinction,
are now, once again, abundant in the park

over to a foundation of the water tower that stood north of the house.  It has become a 
shrine of sorts; with visitors adding relics found on this historical spot, creating a con-
stantly evolving display of pottery, glass, brick and metal from years gone by.

I stop near where the two story 
ranch house once stood, back 
then with long-reaching views 
across the prairie, mostly unob-
structed by trees. Now a dense 
oak and palm hammock, the 
ranch house long gone, I wander

make those magnificent views her own, she purchased 
an existing ranch, cattle and all, then more land, totalling 
30,000 acres, and named the whole thing Meadow-
sweet Pastures.  I continue my ride down Ranch House 
Road, to the historical site of her foreman's homestead.

Like many before and 
since, when Bertha 
Palmer, Chicago 
socialite and friend 
to European royalty, 
first set eyes on the first set eyes on the 
Myakka River in 
1910, she became 
instantly enchanted.  
So much so, that to 

Cycling down Ranch House Road into Myakka's 
back-country, I find it easy to get lost in time.  Passing 
through a tunnel of towering live oaks, dripping with 
Spanish moss, while taking in statuesque snags, 
colored by lichen, the world seems to slow down.  For 
deep in the hammock, life takes on a different pace.  
And I find my mind wandering, and wondering. And I find my mind wandering, and wondering.  About 
living beings, both human and wild, who previously 
traversed this road.  And with my bike, some historical 
facts and a bit of imagination, a delightful ride deep into 
the real Florida becomes a trip down memory lane, with 
Myakka River State Park's fascinating past vividly 
coming back to life. 

article & photos by Miri Hardy (Volunteer)
Cycling the Real Florida

A Ride Down Myakka's Memory Lane
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“The real voyage of discovery 
consists not in seeking new land-
scapes, but in having new eyes.”
― Marcel Proust

Remains of the six acre deer and wild turkey
pen, used to restore wildlife to the park

Great egret perched above canals dug
to raise the grade for the Fort Ogden 
Extension Line

Savoring the last few minutes of my ride, I approach the 
gate out to Park Drive, giving way to a gang of wild tur-
keys (as you do).  Reflecting upon my 3 mile ride, I con-
template the profound impact Myakka has had on so 
many of us.  And the impact we've had on her.  I give 
way, once again, this time to motor traffic.  Snapped 
back into reality, I finish my ride back in time, and take 
comfort in the thought that, at the end of the day, 
reality is often what we choose to make it. 

I wonder if I'll spot any wading birds today.  Or perhaps 
some American alligators.  A great blue heron, profound-
ly disturbed by my presence, loudly voices annoyance, 
then quickly departs.  From its perch in a tree above, a 
great egret, in full breeding plumage, regally takes in the 
commotion but stays put.  I wonder how these gorgeous 
birds' ancestors, and other wading birds (numbering in 
the thousands in this area's wetlands at the time) reactthe thousands in this area's wetlands at the time) react-
ed the first time a train came blasting down the tracks, 
carrying passengers, timber, citrus, vegetables and live-
stock, including cattle from Meadowsweet Pastures, 
then owned by Adrian Honoré, Bertha Palmer's brother, 
who inherited the ranch after her death in 1918.  I imag-
ine there was a great deal of squawking on that day too!  
And much relief, when the railway was removed by 
1949, due to low freight traffic.  As I listen to the sweet 
songs of warblers, and not much else, I too am relieved.

I proceed west on 
Powerline road, taking Powerline road, taking 
in the glorious wide 
open dry prairie vistas.  
I then turn my attention 
to the canals on the 
sides of the road, dug in 
the mid 1920s, to raise 
the grade for thethe grade for the Tampa 
Southern Railroad’s 
Fort Ogden Extension 
Line.

the park was first established in 1941, to protect this beautiful 
place and its inhabitants, many species of wildlife, including 
white-tailed deer, had been hunted to near extinction.  Deer 
are, once again, abundant, largely due to a massive six acre 
pen, which was located in the area where the ranch house 
once stood.  It was put in by one of the park's first managers, 
Allen Crowley, who “imported” and bred deer, as well as wild 
turketurkey, then reintroduced them to the park. 

Continuing my ride south onto All Weather Road, I pedal quietly, to avoid startling white-tailed 
deer who often feed nearby.  Deer are a frequent sight in the park, yes, but one which never fails 
to delight.  And it is one I do not take for granted.  For, when 



Volunteers Sandra and André Plette by Anne Cederberg (Volunteer)

 “A cheerful heart is good medicine”….for the owner of 
that heart and all those they encounter. And two of our 
volunteers, Sandra and André Plette, certainly embody 
that as they bring their positive energy to our park visi-
tors.

 The pair live in Sarasota most of the year and have 
been working at Myakka for several years. André was the 
first to volunteer. He quickly came to fully embrace his 
work as a park ambassador; initially working in the Visitor 
Center. Now, he roves all areas of the park from the 
Canopy Walk to the Weir, Clay Gulley and even Deep 
Hole.

 His favorite thing?  “I enjoy talking with visitors and answering their questions. I love seeing them leave 
with a big smile on their face.”

 Visitors sometimes seek him out at the end of their day in the park to thank him and say “what a great 
day I had!” “That’s what makes me happiest,” André says,” to know they have enjoyed their time in the 
park.”

 André and Sandra are often seen on their electric bikes as they work around the park. 
In the summer months, they return to Maine where they have a 200 year old multigenerational 
family farmhouse that is like a living museum. André keeps about 40 acres of fields mowed and he 
maintains about four miles of trails he created for Sandra to enjoy during long walks with friends 
and family throughout 175 wooded acres,

  Their work at the park fulfills their dream of finding something to do together. Both feel blessed 
that even during COVID times, they are still able to do their passion, caring for and promoting the 
park.

 “Myakka is nature at its best. You can walk many parks but none are like this. There’s variety. It’s 
the real Florida. I want visitors to say Myakka River State Park is the best park I’ve ever been to,”  
says André.

 Sandra sums up her love for the park. “It’s a magical place that feeds your soul.”

 His wife, Sandra, is equally upbeat. Sandra has a background in corporate finance and 
investments. She helps support the park mostly behind the scenes these days. Initialy, Sandra 
worked in the Ranger Station and did some roving. Now, Sandra also brings her enthusiasm and skill 
to work with Park Services Specialist, Michelle Keirsey in the Volunteer Administration office. She has 
also used her experience and organizational skills as a consultant to the Friends of Myakka River 
Board of Directors for the last two to three years.

  She appreciates the staff and says that “we feel part of a community, a team doing something really 
important and valuable.” 

 Her favorite thing about the park? The wildlife, with a special fondness for the birds. She hopes 
someday to see one of those elusive owls.

Staff & Volunteer Spotlights
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Sandy and André Plette at the Log Pavilion



Americorps to Park Ranger by Zack Westmark

 Americorps is what brought me to become a park ranger at 
Myakka. After working in land surveying for several years after col-
lege, a colleague raved about his summer in the Montana Conser-
vation Corps; stories of big sky, big animals, and big workouts.

 Leaving a job that paid well to serve in Americorps paid dividends. 
In the Montana Conservation Corps (MCC) we lived in remote 
backcountry for ten days at a time, rehabilitating recreational trails 
throughout Idaho and Montana. We climbed up and down 

 This article is for any young person graduating college or high school that is not sure what to do 
next. Americorps is a way to gain experience in just about ANY profession, while serving our coun-
try, and having a lot of fun.  Americorps terms of service might involve growing vegetables on a 
farm in Hawaii, leading therapeutic recreation hikes in Yosemite, or monitoring wildlife in Maine.

 Looking back, it seems funny that I went all the way out to Montana to discover that Florida has a 
Conservation Corps of its own (FLCC.) In 2018, I was lucky enough to serve a year at Myakka. The 
staff here taught us plant identification, principles of interpretation, prescribed fire techniques, and how 
to operate heavy equipment (like tractors.) We hiked miles each day searching for invasive plants, 
collected lake water samples and helped teach visitors about the risk of invasive plants. Every day 
was a new adventure; and still is as a park ranger.

  Myakka will be seeking an Americorps position in July 2021. If you know someone who enjoys hard 
work and has interest in plants, please have them drop me a line! Zachary.Westmark@FloridaDEP.gov

mountains, building rock walls to stabilize the trail, cutting trees fallen in our path, and swinging 
pickaxes for eight hours each day. We took breaks at waterfalls, fly-fished in creeks after work, 
and cracked jokes on each other. It was extremely exhausting, and paid next to nothing, but it was 
a dream job. The only drawback is that trail maintenance is seasonal; summer work only.

Staff & Volunteer Spotlights
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Cutting fallen trees that protrude
into the trail

Removing fences for wildlife near Ennis, MT
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Building a rock wall to stabilize
a trail



A Rookie’s Take on Prescribed Fireby Zack Westmark (Park Ranger)

 “It was a matter of when, not if that fire escaped,” the burn boss explained after canceling fire op-
erations that day. Myakka aims to burn between 10,000 and 17,000 acres each year, so getting an 
early start suddenly made sense; for what if conditions become too dry to control the fires?

 On my second burn I learned that fire shadow “prairie hammocks” naturally occur on the 
north-northwest side of Myakka’s depression marshes. When I thought we were finished, orders 
were issued to hike about half a mile into the zone to ignite the north side of a depression marsh. I 
wondered if the bosses were testing me. Isn’t that fire shadow?

 Later, my mentors elaborated that fire shadow occurs on the northwest side of certain depression 
marshaes depending on the size, depth, and seasonal fire timing. This interesting phenomenon 
can be observed on the Myakka Wild & Scenic Trails map; available for $2 in the ranger station. 
Our objective is to mimic fire’s natural influence on the landscape, so we must carefully consider if,

 “Under natural conditions fires burned here every year. An area such as contained in one of our 
burn zones would have ignited by lightning, burned intensely during the day, cooled down at night, 
then picked up the next day when the humidity decreased and winds increased. Such conditions 
would create a mosaic of burned and unburned vegetation. If a lightning fire ignited the same area 
the following year, areas that burned previously would be skipped by the fire while unburned 
patches would ignite.”

 My first burn was in March 2018. Historically, 
fires naturally ocurred in the Myakka Valley be-
tween April and June. “Why are we exhausting 
ourselves before the natural season begins?” I 
wondered. My third burn was in late April, 
during much drier and warmer conditions. My 
supervisor asked me to ignite a 50-foot strip of 
saw palmetto for a test fire.saw palmetto for a test fire. The wind bellowed 
and embers quickly ignited grass in an un-
planned area. Had the crew not smothered it 
with “a flapper,” (fire tool,) it could have been off 
to the races.

when, and how certain areas would have 
burned during a naturally occuring fire.

  Then there’s mosaic. Several leaders in the 
prescribed fire program taught me that patchy 
fires with some unburned vegetation are good. 
To my surprise, orders were later issued to 
seek and ignite unburned green pockets. 
What?

  Burn Boss Charlie Brown reminded me to 
think of mosaic not at the zone level (area 
within a fire break,) but on the landscape level.
Former park naturalist, Paula Benshoff, de-
scribes mosaic this way:

Thinking Like a Wildfire

(continued on page 9)
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Zone 10A (February 27, 2021)

Ranger Slusser during Big Flats Marsh burn; January 8, 2021



 Most fires end with mop-up. Rather than wielding implements of absorbant material, mop-up in-
volves extinguishing hotspots around the fire’s perimeter to ensure it does not spread when the 
crew goes home. For Merriam-Webster defines mop-up as a concluding action or phase.

Please send comments, corrections, and questions to:Zachary.Westmark@FloridaDEP.gov

 While we generally refer to firing operations as “prescribed” rather than “controlled,” family and 
friends insist on asking how we conduct “controlled” burns. The answer is ten articles long, so I’ll 
describe one crucial aspect: equipment.

 On many fires, a “tractor-buffalo” comes last, but not least. Another champion of overland travel, 
these are basically big tanks of water on wheels, towed by a New Holland tractor. A ranger rides on 
the water tank platform like cruising in the Macy’s New Year’s Day Parade, clutching a hose nozzle, 
ready to douse any fire that escapes the burn zone.

 The Friends of Myakka River help staff conduct prescribed burns by funding some of the 
equipment necessary to “keep it between the lines.” Thank you to the Friends and our newsletter 
contributors!

bed of the vehicle, and enable the operator to carry 60 gallons, should it be needed to prevent an 
escape.

  The ignitor is usually followed by a type 6 “brush truck.” These are versatile heavy duty pick-up 
trucks equipped with a hose to attack fire near the line, 500 feet of additional hose to reach flame 
further afield, and a/c to keep the crew alive while burning in June. The type 6 brush trucks (more 
loosely referred to as “engines”) are also equipped with a chainsaw, tools to collect water from 
available sources, like ponds, and a range of hose connecting appurtenances. These units are 
often sent to assist at nearby parks or on wildfire assignment anywhere in the state or country.

  A “duece” usually follows behind the brush truck. These 2.5-ton, 6-wheeled military trucks haul 
600 gallons of water and are capable of travel over thick gallberry, lyonia, and saw palmetto. 
Steering these hot rods can be exhausting, but their overland capabilities separate them from the 
brush trucks and UTVs.

 Many burns succeed with two cowboys on 
horseback, equipped only with driptorches. 
Myakka burns, on the other hand, depend on a 
fleet of machines to burn only the area planned 
that day.

  Typically, a park ranger lights fire using a dript-
orch on foot or all terrain vehicle (ATV,) while a su-
pervisor monitors from a utility terrain vehicle 
(UTV.) UTV’s are agile; they allow crew bosses to 
quickly monitor large land areas in challenging or 
inaccessible terrain. Water tanks are placed in the 
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2.5-ton “duece” military truck for extinguishing fire

zone 20, May 8, 2019
One of Myakka’s versatile brush trucks

A Word on Equipment
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