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			The Mystery of Shaawanoki owes itself to the story-telling of my grandfather and his friends who could wring a tall tale from almost any topic. They had a way of using mispronounced words along with hand gestures that would keep me on the edge of my seat, wondering what was true and what was made up at the very moment they had started talking. It is to C.W. Bibler and his story-stretching buddies that I dedicate this book.

			I also would like to thank Robin for all the days spent reading and editing to make this book come into reality.

			D.W. (Dick) Powell

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			A friend is one who comes when called. 
No questions asked! 
— DWP

			Every day is a holiday when you are retired, they had told him. Go fishing, travel, and start a new hobby. After a few months, DW was not a happy camper. He had always worked. His whole life, it seemed he had always had some kind of work to do. His grandpa raised him with the knowledge that if you want to eat, you must work to earn it. Nothing in life came easy—or free. 

			When Robin, his wife of over fifty years, spotted him, he was sitting on an old stump in the backyard. She shook her head. No doubt he is stewing over what he used to be and what he has become in his mind again. 

			The pine tree stump he sat on was blown down by the last hurricane. It had blown down too many of the ancient trees that surrounded their property. Now, all that remained of the majestic trees were the stumps that needed to be ground out and new trees planted. 

			DW was not like other retired folk. Robin knew that he needed a reason to get up off that stump! Working at his job of thirty years as a National Forest Director, doing chores around the house, fixing what was broken, working with the Scouts, camping, and paddling his canoe or kayak on the Hillsborough River and many other places had kept him busy, and his mind active. 

			As DW sat there, he wondered, is this all there is? Is that all there is? The song by Peggy Lee, and the feeling that something was missing kept playing over and over in his mind. He knew he needed to do something or he would go completely stir crazy.

			Robin knew he had been sitting on that old stump for a while when she leaned out the back screen door. Her voice echoed across the tree stumps. “DW, get your lazy bones in here! I just got off the phone and there is a new adventure awaiting us!”

			Slowly, DW got up from his lonely perch and walked ever so slowly to the steps that led up onto the porch. Stopping only long enough to take off his boots, he continued walking into the kitchen where he expected to find Robin patiently waiting. 

			He knew something was up. Robin was standing by the stove with a ‘hurry up’ look on her face. 

			

			In his past, he had been forced into becoming an investigator, not by choice. The Gator Tribe had come together to solve various mysteries over their years together. Several years ago, he was drawn into helping to solve a cold case that had hit close to home.

			“Thank goodness,” he mumbled. “At least the coffee is still warm.”

			Robin met him with a kiss on the cheek and a slap on his butt. 

			“Sit down and listen. I just got off the phone with a long-time friend down in South Florida who needs our help.” 

			Dutifully, DW sat down at the kitchen table as Robin filled his old Scout mug with coffee and hers with tea. Sitting down across from him, she began to fill him in. 

			“I have a friend who says she is in trouble and needs our help.” Robin took a sip of tea. “Just give her five minutes. If you don’t think you’re up for it, just tell her so.”

			She handed him a piece of paper with the old friend’s name and phone number. He knew she would not ask if she didn’t feel it was worthy of their time. 

			Over the years they had been married and worked together, DW had learned that when his wife suggested something, it was easier to go along and give it a try rather than fight against her ‘suggestion’.

			

			So, with his mind sort of made up, he got up from the kitchen chair and headed to his old office, which was now collecting dust. 

			Once comfortably seated at his desk with another full cup of strong black coffee, he dialed his wife’s friend, Haily Jefferson, on the old black desk phone he had kept from his office as National Forest Director. He loved that old phone. He admitted daily that technology was not always helpful to society.

			Hailey answered the phone with a skeptical voice. “Hello?” Her voice sounded to DW as if she was scared or worried about whose voice she would hear on the other end of the line. 

			DW replied with a practiced introduction.

			“Hello, this is DW Patton, Robin’s husband. She tells me you are in need of our help. May I ask, doing what?” Then he reiterated that his call was at the request of his wife, Robin.

			Silence ensued on the line for a few moments. She took so long to reply that DW thought maybe she had hung up the call. 

			Hailey stuttered for a moment and spoke softly. “I need your help! Can you drive down and meet me at the post office in Ochopee the day after tomorrow?”

			“Can you give me a hint as to why you need us?” asked DW.

			

			Hailey’s answer was, “I’ll tell you everything when you get here, but not over the phone. Please, can you come to the post office at Ochopee the day after tomorrow?”

			With no other information and knowing it was at least a six-hour drive from their Clearwater home, DW hesitated with his answer. 

			Robin had come into his office and stood listening to the conversation. She nodded ‘yes’ to DW.

			“We’ll be there the day after tomorrow, near to noon or a little after. Robin has your cell phone number, and she will call and let you know when we will arrive,” DW told her. 

			“Thank you,” was all that they heard and then the click of the phone hanging up.

			Unable to make sense of the conversation, DW turned to Robin with a questioning look on his face. He raised his hands in exasperation. “What the heck was that? Guess it will be a surprise when we meet her at the post office. You do know that the post office in Ochopee is known as the smallest post office in the US. It’s housed in an old storage shed and only open for business one day a week. The original one burnt down in a fire years ago.”

			Robin spoke curtly back. “I know all those things. Didn’t you hear the fear in her voice? She must have felt unsafe when she hung up on us. Now, stop being an old curmudgeon! Let’s make some plans to meet her and stay as long as she needs us.”
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			The “4” Cs of Life
Choices – Chances – Changes – Carry On 
— DWP

			Time passed quickly the next day, making plans for the trip to meet Hailey Jefferson at the Ochopee Post Office and figuring out how many clothes and supplies to take with them. Robin and DW spent their time wisely looking at which route to take down to Ochopee. They decided on taking Route 41 instead of Alligator Alley. It would take a bit longer, but with less crazy traffic to deal with and much better scenery, it would make for a much more interesting route. 

			Packing their clothes and supplies in their camper van took more time than deciding on what and how much to take with them. The problem was not knowing exactly what they were getting themselves into or how long they would be away from home.

			

			DW started writing notes as he always did, starting with questions to be answered.

			What is the expected outcome? What are the expectations? What is the time limit? What is the budget? and Who are we reporting to?
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			Rising very early in the morning, much earlier than they had become accustomed to, they were loaded up. Soon, they were off on their journey south.

			As they drove south, Robin continued trying to get hold of Hailey. She was only able to hear Hailey’s recorded message. “This is Hailey. Please leave a message and I will get back to you.” 

			Robin left a short message asking Hailey to please call back as soon as she received the message. Robin hoped the number she had as Hailey’s cell phone number was still working. 

			When Robin was unable to reach Hailey, DW became worried. Something was amiss. He could feel it in his gut. He had so many questions that needed to be answered. They needed to get to the meeting spot pronto.

			The drive down to Ochopee took them through many of the small and larger Florida towns leading south to their destination. They buzzed through Bradenton, Sarasota, Venice, North Port, Charlotte, Fort Myers, Bonita Springs, and past Marco Island, finally reaching Ochopee at the stroke of high noon. 

			Robin called Hailey and once again got no answer. Her answering machine merely stated that the mailbox was full and could not take any more messages. 

			When they arrived at the tiny post office, no one was there. No one! It was a deserted old shed painted white with a sign over the only door that read Post Office in blue letters. Not a single sign of life was visible anywhere around the place.

			They parked in the only shade they could find and waited. Robin called again with the same result as earlier. 

			At one thirty, an old beat-up Ford Bronco drove in and parked by the shed that housed the post office.

			A young man with long shiny black hair, wearing a native American ribbon shirt, blue jeans, a cowboy hat, and tall mud boots got out to stare at the Pattons parked in the corner of the lot. No one else could be seen in the truck from where they were parked.

			The young man left his driver’s side door open and walked slowly toward the van. When he was close, he spoke in a soft voice. “Are you the Pattons?”

			“Who are you?” DW asked.

			“I am Thomas Jumper, friend and guide to Miss Hailey Jefferson. She is expecting you. Please follow me in your van. We will go as far as we can with our trucks and then walk to where she is.” With that, the young man turned and walked silently back to his truck.

			Following Thomas in the camper van was no easy thing to do. Thomas knew the rutted dirt and shell roads and DW did not. It was a short, muddy, bumpy ride to where the tire tracks suddenly ended.

			Arriving at the end of the seldom-used road, DW pulled to the side and parked behind Thomas’s rusted out Ford Bronco. Stepping out of their van, they were surrounded by nothing but swamp overgrowth.

			Thinking quickly, Robin and DW changed their shoes for mud boots that came almost to their knees, and then grabbed their daypacks and cameras as fast as they could. They were ready just in time to see Thomas starting off through the brush waving for them to follow him into the dense growth. 

			As they trailed behind their guide, the swamp seemed to close in behind them. The undergrowth was thick and had a smell of rotting vegetation stewing in the water and muck. 

			DW thought to himself, “I sure hope we can find our way back to the van if we need to.”

			The hike took close to an hour through the mud, small trees, saw grass, and mosquitoes to a small patch of ground that had been cleared at one time. There in a makeshift chickee was Hailey.

			She was sitting by a small fire, examining what looked like a large skull. It was larger than what DW knew was human and way too large to be animal. 

			DW had grown up in the thick woods of the swamp, and he knew he would need a closer look to determine what Hailey held in her hands.

			As they approached, Hailey jumped up and ran to Robin, hugging her tightly, with tears running down her face. Only then did she turn to DW. Speaking clearly and with determination, standing up straight she cried, “Thank you for coming, thank you for believing in me.”

			Looking between Hailey and the object in her hands, DW simply said, “I imagine there is a story that needs to be told, but why all the secrecy behind it?” 

			Thomas rolled three sections of cut logs over, under the chickee near the fire, and motioned for everyone to sit.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three
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			Taking the outdoor adventure, discovery, challenge, and spirituality from mankind is like removing the roots from a tree. 
Both will fall. 
— DWP

			As they all sat down around the fire, the story spilled out from Hailey. She started with the fact that she had studied and spent her life as a research librarian in the Marco Island library. She had retired at the young age of seventy. During all those years at the library, there had been more and more inquiries, books, and sightings of what is known as Sasquatch, Skunk Ape, Big Foot, or Shaawanoki. All accounts said it lived in and around the Everglades. 

			Hailey shared that the name Shaawanoki comes from the Miccosukee branch language of the Creek—the Seminole Tribe. It originally meant Swamp Thing or Man of the Swamp.

			

			As more interest grew, her interest rose in investigating the stories of the creature in the swamp. 

			Never marrying and with no children to take up her time, she started hiking in the Everglades, looking for clues from the stories she had heard, collected, and written down.

			She told of many nights alone out in the swamp. Sometimes, she paddled her canoe and stayed overnight in a small tent in one of the chickees located along the perimeter of the Everglades. 

			Other times, during the dry season in the fall and winter, she slept in a hammock stretched between two trees along one of the land trails. 

			She went on to say that she had done many investigative interviews with people who swore that they had encountered something that was “not quite human, but not an animal that they had ever seen, heard, or smelled before.” Every one of the people she interviewed claimed to have smelled what they describe as a “musty, skunk smell.” 

			She herself experienced loud noises that sounded like someone beating the trunks of the cypress trees with what she described as a stout limb or heavy club. The thwack, thwack of the limb hitting the tree trunks sounded like a shotgun being fired at a short distance. It was very scary. She told them of the recordings she made those nights.

			

			“I have spent close to ten years of my life hiking the swamps, camping in the most remote places in the Everglades, and experiencing the sights, sounds, and smells myself. 

			“All that time investigating and now with the help of young Thomas as a helper, tracker, and guide, I believe that we have stumbled on what we believe is the final resting place of the sub-sect of human, the Shaawanoki—Man of the Swamp. 

			“Their burial grounds seem to be a peat bog that is drying up. It is located near a place where a new road is being built so more mega-homes can be built by a northern conglomerate.

			“As our story has seeped out, some say I am crazy. Some say I am making it all up. Some want to hunt the creatures down and capture them, and some want to erase all the documentation Thomas and I have put together. Some are just interested in making money off crazy people who want to build in the swamp. 

			“If the road and houses are built, it will push the Shaawanoki further north up the forest corridor to the panhandle or the woods of the Okefenokee in Georgia. There starts the next and most dangerous part of our investigation.”

			DW was still confused about why Hailey needed his and Robin’s help. He had more questions, but they would have to wait until sometime the next day. 

			

			The sun had started to go down and the earthly quiet was astounding. He heard no birds or any creatures around them as they walked. It seemed to DW that the whole swamp knew they were walking through their homes. 

			In no way did Robin want to spend the night out in the swamp. So, DW asked Thomas if he would guide them back to their van quickly, before it was full-on dark. DW and Robin had made plans to stay in the Everglades National Forest campground and needed to get going.

			Hailey stood and suggested that they meet in the morning at the restaurant at the entrance to the park at 9 a.m.

			Thomas led the way out to the van. By the time they were safely in the van on their way to the campground, it was dark. It was an inky dark that allowed you to see every star in the sky.

			Finding their spot in the campground was easy. The ground where the van would be parked for the night was soft and DW was worried about the van sinking into the mud and being stuck in the morning. He probably should have listened to Robin and found a hotel for the night.

			They enjoyed a light dinner of ham sandwiches, chips, and iced tea, without much discussion about the day’s events.

			

			After their dinner, they gathered their shower gear. With all of the dirt, grime, and bug spray coating their bodies, a shower was definitely in order. So, they quickly took the short walk to the bathroom and shower facility. 

			There they found one light bulb hanging from a frayed wire in the ceiling, lighting the small facility. Hanging high above them, it had become a beacon for all sorts of flying creatures—all of them being the kind that would bite through your clothes. 

			Robin reached out to what should have been the hot water knob, to find no hot water at all. What she did find was freezing cold water. Cold like it was straight from a spring! The thought of stripping down, amid all the flying bugs, and with only cold water, made their decision to shower unappealing. Welcome to some of our National Park campgrounds, Robin thought.

			On the way back, some words were said about the lack of research about the campground amenities. They walked back to the
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