


he spear-thrower squatted at
the sulfur spring, cupping the
warm, brownish waler in his
W hands, drinking deeply. Steam
& spiraled from the water and
disappeared against the walls
of clay and limestone that rose
B come 50 feet above the spring.
R The work that cold, star-filled
night was the burial of the
el Rl spear-thrower’s father. A silend,
shuffling ceremony marked by song, a dirge-like
grieving chant that touched on further places and dis-
tant times.

The father was laid for back in one of the dark and
narrow caves thal honeycombed the walls. A crude
robe of matted fur covered him; his tools and spear
points were laid beside him.

Rocks that grew like planis hung from the ceiling.
These were knocked down and jammed against the
cave opening. The Great Cat would not crush or scal-
ter the bones of the spear-thrower’s father.

The Great Cat, saber-tooth era, now only a few fos-
silized bones, lives in a shoebox, packed neatly away in
a small round house that is set in a jumbled patch of
palmetto serub.

Birdseed is scattered across a lawn of sand spurs.
Squirrels nibble on the crusts of old breakfast muffins.
It seems a friendly place, hardly home to an adrenalin-
addicted adventurer, hardly headquarters to a bandit
archeologist.

The colonel comes to the door, snorting and blowing
a little, and presents, somewhat formally, his creden-
tials.

The proper salutation here is-Lt. Col. William Rob-
ert Royal, USAF, Ret. Then comes a roll call of adven-
tures. Pilot, underwater explorer, shark rider, gator
wrestler, amateur archeologist, engineer, free-lance
psychie, storyteller, husband, father and . .. well, what-
ever the colonel might think up next.

The first thought is that we have here a man who is
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Would you
1 lost continent

from this man?

William Royal told tales of Ice Age bones

in a Florida spring, and the archeologists
scoffed. Will he prove them wrong again with
word of Atlantis off the Florida coast?

wonderfully over-credentialed — even for 83 years of

age.

From the Bosphorus Straits to Pacific atolls, there
just isn’t much the colonel has missed in this life —
and it requires considerable sifting of things to narrow
him to one crowded chapter.

One hardly knows where to begin. One need not
worry about that. The colonel is pleased to lead the
way. His passion for almost three decades is an easy
walk from his home — a journey back 10,000 years or
more.

Peeling aside the 6 am. fog banks along the way,
you can listen to stories about runaway horses and
carriages in Detroit. It scems the colonel, in his youth,
single-handedly corralled a score of them. Or if that
sounds dated, there are hairy World War II tales of
delivering B17s and B25s to various airfields around a
globe that seemed afire in the early 1940s. There is a
bizarre story of him riding the back of a 12-foot lemon
shark in the Gulf of Mexico, waving to startled boaters
as the shark breaks the surface of the water, trying to
unload the colonel. That tale, and many others, is in an
autobiography he co-authored, The Man Who Rides
Sharks.

However, if you want passionate discussion, mention
old bones. The colonel will take a back seat to no one
when it comes to old-bone stories. In fact, for almost
every old bone he has, and he has thousands, there is a
little story — and one very big story that knits them
all together.

Rambling through a bleak subdivision off U.S. High-
way 41 just south of Venice, on your way to the source
of these old-bone stories, you will notice the colonel
waddles a little, a shuffling ducklike walk. We have a
huge hunk of adventurer here, 200 or so well-sculpted
pounds, but decades of diving — frequently to danger-
ous depths — have taken their toll. There is marked
hearing loss in his right ear. You need to holler up
pretty good.

He also suffers, sometimes painfully, from aseptic
bone riecrosis, a degeneration of the bone tissue. Some
years ago he had a hip replaced. The infirmity, howev-
er, is more combat medal than handicap. All this is ex-
plained and brushed aside. There are no jokes about

his old bones.

“Here we are,” says the colonel, pointing grandly to
what looks like an old swimming hole, circa 1920. “This
may prove to be the most important underwater ar-
cheological site in North America.”

The view is deceptively calm. An elderly couple, clad
in bathing suits and eaps from a long-ago era, dog pad-
dle slowly, bobbing up and down in the tepid water.
eyes closed. They seem on the verge of falling asleep.

This is Warm Mineral Springs, an hourglass-shaped
sinkhole about 80 yards in diameter, set in a little cir-
cle of pine and palmetto. There is a modest bathhouse,
a tiny gift shop-post office. This is the west-coast
branch of Florida's Fountain of Youth, the other being
at St. Augustine. Its heavily mineralized waters, al-
ways a steamy 87 degrees, caress all manner of ar-
thritic aches and pains.

It is a place especially lovely on frosty mornings, a
place to sink into nose deep and watch the rising sun
spread its rays across a vast, lonely stretch of pasture-
land. Steam percolates off the surface of the chocolate-
colored water, giving the place an eerie, other-worldly
look.

As it turns out, an other-worldly Jook it richly de-
serves. In 1973, a nearly complete skeleton of an adult
Paleo-Indian male was recovered from a small cave at
the 43-foot level of the spring. The best scientific esti-
mate is he was buried there 11,000 years ago, before
the water level rose — making this modest little sink-
hole the earliest intentional burial site found in North
America.

The uniqueness of these spring, similar to several in
the state, is that only a few feet below the surface, the
waters contain little or no dissolved oxygen. Not much
decays or can be disturbed by scavengers. What was in
and nearby the spring 10,000 or more years ago, be
fore the waters rose, remains there today, very much
intact.

A bonanza -of archeological treasures has followed
the skeleton discovery. There have been bones of lce
Age mammals, giant ground sloths and human skulls.
Deep in the spring, in a layer of clay dated 12,000

years old, the bones of a saber-tooth cat have been
found alongside a human jawbone — the best evidence



to date the two competed, or at least co-existed, in the
Western Hemisphere.

Some say it's the most important underwater ar-
cheological discovery — ever.

The colonel has his own uniqueness here, being the
least surprised person in the Western World at these
discoveries. You see, he knew all that stuff was down
there a dozen or so years before it was “officially”
found. He was talking archeological treasures while
others were suggesting that maybe the colonel had put
something funny in his air tanks. He had seen things,
touched them — even decorated his fireplace with an
old femur or two.

Winter, spring, summer and fall, the spring was a
demanding mistress. Trouble was, outside a few loyal
friends (none of them archeologists), nobody back then
believed the old-bone lode was any kind of treasure at
all. The colonel still shakes his head at this severe
short-sightedness, this lack of faith.

To get this in the right perspective, we need to re-
wind the tape to the winter of 1958. The colonel,
chilled by the cold waters of the Gulf he had been ex-
ploring in his scuba gear, hiked over to Warm Mineral
Springs one day, prodded by the same curiosity that
has led him to thousands of other dives, dives in places

much less placid than this water-filled hole in the
ground.

“] had heard all manner of tales about the springs,”
the colonel says. “The Loch Ness monster, or at least
her cousin, might be down there. Pirates had buried a
fortune in gold and silver somewhere in its depths.
Missing persons had been chained and tossed in there
during some strange witching ritual.

“It was both spooky and incredibly alluring — and
as far as I could figure out, nobody had ever dived that
spring. Nobody. That was the most fascinating attrac-
tion of all.”

Wearing what would now be considered primitive
and dangerous scuba equipment, the colonel waved to
the dog-paddling bathers and slipped below the sur-
face.

There were the caves and huge cones of stalactites
at the 45-foot level. You do not have to be an archeolo-
gist or geologist to know that stalactites in these caves
meant the water level had been much lower at some
point in time, probgbly several thousands of years ago.

The colonel got a high-octane rush. In a series of
early morning solo dives, he probed the caves, always

Continued on page 9
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While William Royal, top, digs for archeological
treasure in the runoff from Warm Mineral Springs,
vacationers, above, relieve their aches and pains in

the heavily mineralized, 87-degree walers.
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COLONEL

Continued from page 9
some night watchman’s locker.

As luck would have it, the
colonel was much too luck)
that summer day in 1959.
Everyone is assembled at the
spring. The colonel and an
NBC cameraman are at the
45-foot depth. There is great
hope something old will be
found. Borrow a paragraph or
two from his own book, let
him tell how it went.

“The lights and camera
were on me while I was work-
ing. Slowly I excavated up the
slope, fanning the sediments
... then I began to find loose-
ly packed leaves. Removing
these, 1 uncovered the dome
of a human cranium. When I
had it partially exposed, the
camera ran out of film.

“We went up as excited as
children. ‘T can’t believe it,’ I
said. ‘I think we'll have a
whole skull.” The camera was
reloaded and back down we
went. Slowly and earefully I
fanned away the sediment. 1
knew many skepties would see
this excavation and wanted to
be sure it was all on film. Fi-
nally, I uncovered the whole
thing. It was complete ...
even the jawbone in place.

“I carefully lifted the skull,
then turned it on its side to
inspect the base. Leaves and
sediment were imbedded in
the foramen magnum, the
hole through which the spinal
cord attaches to the brain. I
started for the surface with it,
gently brushing the leaves
and silt from the base. Then 1
noticed something peculiar at
the base and touched it. It felt
like a soft and slimy soap.

“I reached into the hole,
pulled out some of this materi-
al and looked closely as it
tumbled from the skull. It was
pieces of brain! I couldn’t be-
lieve my eyes. It simply
couldn’t be ... not in a skull
this old!”

It was true. It was also too
good to be true. The colonel
wrote:

“The scientific community,
when confronted with this evi-
dence, was sure we had per-
petuated a hoax in front of the
TV cameras. I had hoped the
filming would persuade pro-
fessional archeologists to be-
come interested. The event
created just the opposite re-
sponse. Even NBC decided
not to show the film until we
received a carbon dating from
a charred log sample found in
the same sediment.”

The colonel and his friends
received a dating on that log
three months later, estimating
it was close to 10,000 years
old. To get a carbon dating on
the skull would mean destroy-
ing it, so samples of skeletal
material found adjacent to the
skull were sent for testing in-
stead. These were dated at be-
tween 7,100 and 7500 years
old. This was not
the colonel had hoped for. but
carbon-14 datings on bones
are not considered as accurate
as datings from organic mate-
rial.

The spring’s anaerobic wa-
ter was responsible for the
unusual preservation of the
brain. The colonel and a
friend submitted a paper on
the skull, which was published
in 1960 by American Antiqui-
ties. The TV film was eventu-
ally shown, but the find did
not provoke any serious ar-
cheological study. The skull
was eventually sent to the
University of Arizona, where
it is still on display.

The colonel, seemingly on
the verge of recognition for
important archeological dis-
coveries, found himself in-
stead branded as a fast-talk-
ing huckster for the spa at
Warm Mineral Springs.

Did he bronze his old black
flippers over this terrible af-
front? No more so than he
would have stopped chasing
sharks if one had turned
around and bitten him.

The colonel, never needing
too much encouragement for
this sort of thing, continued
diving, exploring other ledges,
other caves deeper in the
spring. Nearing the bottom, at
about the 150-foot level, he
began a tentative exploration
of a huge cone of debris that
descends to the floor of the
spring — nearly 230 feet be-
low the surface. At the top of
this debris cone, an old beach
chair. At the bottom ... ah,
the discoveries would most

certainly be sweet.

There were serendipities on
almost every dive. More skulls
were found and literally bas-
kets of bones ... cave bear
bones, saber-toothed tiger
bones, ground sloth bones, hu-
man bones. The colonel, obvi-
ously a man of great opti-
mism, left these intact, in
situ, as the experts would
want, in casea wandering ar-
cheologist might full into the
spring one sunny day.

Warm Mineral Springs con-
tinued to pump out a couple of

million gallons of 87-degree
water every day. The health
seekers came, still nibbling
along the edges.

Eventually the colonel con-
cluded, in something of a huff,
that straight-laced, stuffy aca-
demic types would never ad-
pring

bye, at least for a w
consultant’s job on a
engineering project to

out of retirement and sent ;

him to New Mexico.

More than a decade passed
before anyone began a serious
archeological study of Warm
Mineral Springs. During that
period, hundreds of curious
scuba divers began to explore
both this site and similar
springs the colonel had
bumped into a few miles
away, a place known as Little
Salt Springs.

The shallow caves and
ledges, untouched for thou-
sands of years at both springs,
were plundered. Wagonloads
of bones, certainly a few
skulls, some left in situ by the
colonel, probably wound up
decorating the top of the TV.

In the early 1970s, the colo-
nel retired from the Air Force
a second and final time and
returned to build his home in
the sparse development that
flanks the spring. At the same
time, a young and ambitious
scientist, Florida State Uni-
versity graduate Wilburn
(Sonny) Cockrell, had been
named the state’s first official
underwater archeologist.

A happy pairing, you might
think, but it turned out to be a
sour relationship.

Cockrell, invited by both
the colonel and local officials
to explore the spring, immedi-
ately recognized it as holding
a wealth of archeological trea-
sures. In 1973, it was Cockrell
whose picture was distributed
around the world when he
bubbled up from the spring
cradling the skull of an 11,000
year-old Paleo-Indian.

The colonel? Well, he was
likened to many New World
explorers. He had discovered
something important, but then
he screwed it up by hauling
up almost everything he could
get his hands on.

The Cockrell/colonel per-
sonalities did not blend, as is
often the case between adven-
turer and scientist. The colo-
nel was dismissed as little
more than a stubborn, cantan-

| cthe

kerous “pot hunter.”

In truth, the fruits of some
of this rummaging can be
found imbedded in a massive,
somewhat bizarre fireplace
that is the centerpiece of the
colonel’s home. He has it fash-
joned somewhat like a face,
with a stalactite nose, skulls
that light up at dark, huge
tusks and a cross-section of
prehistoric tibias, femurs and

| jawbones of one thing or an-
|

If he could put it on a
. it would rate as a dan-
ist attraction.
the "70s closed out, there
were good times and bad
times for tne colonel. The
spring was listed on the Na-
tional Register of Historic
Places. Sarasota County offi-
cials set up an impressive
plaque, noting the archeologi-
cal finds and saying nice
things right up front about Lt
Col. William Royal . .. “under-
water explorer.”

But official recognition of
the spring did nothing to ease
the colonel’s frustration. His
irritation focused on Cock-
rell’s patient, sometimes plod-
ding scientific work. “That boy
is just wasting good money,”
the colonel would say, mean-
ing he wasn’'t seeing any
bones. The colonel hasn’t
changed his mind since then.
“Sometimes he’s down there
for weeks and weeks and
nothing to show for it but fos-
silized alligator dung.” The re-
lationship between the two
men, never cozy, seems to
have slid downhill with the
passing years.

Cockrell was never eager to
share the stage with a man
whose idea of scientific explo-
ration was little more than a
show-and-tell exercise. If
asked, he will acknowledge
the colonel was the first to
recognize the importance of
the spring. Beyond that, he
suggests the colonel concen-
trate on shark rodeos or
something.

Indeed, after carefully ex-
amining the spring, Cockrell
concluded that vast sections of
the muck, peat and clay on
various levels had been de-
stroyed, largely through the
colonel’s undisciplined rum-
maging.

In fact, the spa owners,
heeding counsel that they lim-
it diving to official archeologi-
cal teams, banned the colonel
from bringing his scuba gear
to the spring. He would no
longer be allowed to dive

Continued on page 12
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COLONEL

Continued from page 11

there. He was dismayed.

The colonel thought this was not only dumb,
dismissing the resident expert on the spring, but
unfair,

The colonel's friends say it is a bittersweet
turn of events, oddly sad and oddly funny. There
were years of frustration, but once the archeolo-
gists decided there was something down there
worth bothering about, the colonel, the man wh
said he knew all along, was tossed out — anhd
roundly cursed for having been there at all./

There is no doubt the two men came with dif]
ferent expectations. Archeologist Cockrell ho
to re-create the sense of a civilization that exis
ed at the foot of the spring ... something that
wasn't even guessed at a quarter-century ago.
The colonel ..., well, he would have been content
to get up, wave a few bones around at some fan-
cy black-tie banquet somewhere, a banquet lad-
en with scientists, and be honored as a Colum-
bus of sorts, .

Through the '70s and to the present, teams of
anthropologists, archeologists, geologists and hy-
drologists have been in and out of the spring as
if it were Grand Central Station. Datings rang-
ing from 8,000 to 12,000 years seem right on the
money for almost everything found at the 40- to
50-foot level and below,

The colonel, prohibited from diving, took an
unofficial job as gator bouncer at the spring, and
can sometimes be found these days hard at work
removing the reptiles found snoozing at the wa-
ter's edge.

Primarily because of funding problems, sus-
tained scientific exploration of the spring has
been spotty. But over the past three or four
years, Cockrell, now heading a mini state agency
devoted to underwater archeology, has slowly
mapped and gridded and documented the place
to a fare-thee-well.

Cockrell says he still deals with people, most
with good intentions, who suggest dredging the
spring, hauling up huge buckets of mud and de-
bris and just sifting through it.

“Sure, you'd find some nice things,” says
Cockrell, “some nice ‘stuf” — but you would
have also destroyed the place. My goal, the
state’s goal, is to preserve and study with a
deeper concept than just finding things. We
want to examine & way of life that was here

The state has appropriated close to $500,000
for Cockrell's work to date — and may eventual-
ly purchase Warm Minera] Springs and the sur-
rounding 76 acres, A decision by the governor
and cabinet is expected before August.

Limited research in the spring would contin-
ue. Much of the site would be preserved. There
would be lectures, slide shows and public tours
of the site. The colonel might even get a free
pass.

levisien-thisfal Tprebably late Oc-
tober,-4] ill be a BBC-TV special, harld
th th anniversary of the science of underwat
\Nwmrma_o@. Much of what has happened at
Warm Mineral Springs in the last decade — de-
scribed now by an army of archeologists as “the
most significant prehistoric underwater site in
the world” — will be shown in this special. The
colonel, who knew it all along, who knew it first,
will not be featured.
In last December’s Smithsonian, four or five
were devoted to Cockrell and his work at
e colonel and his fireplace were-ifi-
cluded, but only ething-of-ag >

Ah, well, life goes on — and so does Lt. Col.
William Robert Royal, USAF, Ret. In fact, at
the moment, probably at this very moment, he is
standing chest-deep in a small creek than runs a
couple of hundred yards behind his house.

In the manner of a man introducing the cen-
ter-stage act at Ringling Bros., the colonel
grandly calls this little stretch of creek Redepo-
sited Ice Age Vertebrate Strata. That sounds
kind of dry, but when the colonel says it, it hints
of mystery ... maybe of surprise.

This creek carries the runoff from Warm Min-
eral Springs to the Myakka River, several miles
to the north. From yawning excavations into the
banks, and from deep in the creek bed, the colo-
nel and several volunteer helpers have collected
a small warehouse of old bones, prehistoric ele-
phant, camel, three-toed horse, Southern mam-
moth, ground sloth — even an old whale ear-
drum,

This is formally documented by the colonel as
Site 8 S0.447 and everything found here is be-
ing carefully catalogued, archeologically catalo-
gued — date, grid location ... the stratigraphic
approach, The.colonel is not going to be'tagged
with that “pot hunter” label again.

“The race is on,” he says, “to locate the oldest
Early Man site in the Western Hemisphere, It
might, in fact, not be at the springs at all, It
might be along these creek banks., Wouldn't that
be something?”

10,000 years ago.”

Something indeed. But the colonel, an impa-
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tient adventurer, is not just sitting around wait-
ing for that possibility to fall into place. The si-
ren call late this summer will be the examination
of what seems to be the discovery of an under-
water pyramid just off Florida's coast.

Underwater pyramid? Florida?!?

The colonel didn't personally run into this
neat pyramid stuff, but he has been hired by a
Vero Beach underwater salvage firm to be the
chief diver on the project.

Company officials, among them Orlando resi-
dent Tom Chisholm, an archeological consultant
for the firm, talk excitedly of this mysterious un-
derwater pyramid-shaped object spotted from
the air off Indian River County. The exact loca-

the exact location is a secret all the way around.
Accidental sightings of pyramid-like objects
from the air is one thing. Finding it again while
swimming in the ocean is another matter,

“A million-to-one shot,” says one state official,
Chisholm agrees some skepticism is reasonable,
if for no other reason than the firm has yet to
show any evidence of such a pyramid. _

Where does a guy who just got exiled from
Warm Mineral Springs fit here? “Well, Colonel
Royal was asked to join us because of his exper-

tise in underwater archeology,” says Chisholm.

“We need his expericnce. A vital clue might
scem to be just another rock to many of us. The
colonel wouldn't make that mistake, We think he
i an exceptionally valuable man to have along
on a project like this.”

And what does the colonel think? Shucks. The
colonel has already whispered that magic word,
that alluring word, to his friends, Atlantis.

Stunning discoveries are waiting, he says. His
bags are packed. The calender may mark 83
years, but it's been a long time since he paid
much attention to that. Fact is, he doesn't plan
to check out until exactly 2005 — the year he
celebrates his 100th birthday.

And this pyramid stuff? The colonel, as is his
custom, snorts and blows a little, sounding like a
man running down | back trail, “I don't
know yet what we'll find
credibility now. I was about 15 years
the scholars, the experts at the spring.
won't take as long for these academic types to
catch up on this job.

“Let me say this. If I were you, and I were
writing this story, do you know how I'd end it?
I'd end it: To be continued ... ” |

John McAleenan is o staff writer with the
magazine.

Solution for Real Puzzle on page 22

RED DAWN OF THE DEAD ZONE

DEF-CON 4 HORSEMEN OF THE
APOCALYPSE NOW

THE THIN MAN FROM DEL RIO LOBO

UMBERTO D-DAY THE SIXTH OF JUNE
BRIDE

MR. AND MRS. NORTH DALLAS FORTY
CARATS (or MR. DENNING DRIVES
NORTH DALLAS FORTY CARATS)

PRETTY BABY, IT'S YOU ONLY LIVE
TWICE

GUESS WHO'S COMING TO DINNER AT
8%

SHOOT THE MOON IS BLUE VELVET (or
SHOOTOUT OF THE BLUE VELVET)

THE SECOND TIME AROUND THE
WORLD IN 80 DAYS OF WINE AND ROSES

A PATCH OF BLUE WATER, WHITE
DEATH WISH

A ROOM WITH A VIEW FROM THE
BRIDGE OF SAN LUIS REY

THE MAN WHO LOVED CAT DANCING

IN THE DARK PASSAGE (or THE MAN IN
THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT PASSAGE)
ALL FALL DOWN AND OUT IN BEVER-
LY HILLS COP
AND GOD CREATED WOMAN OF THE
YEAR OF THE DRAGON (or AND GOD CRE-
ATED WOMAN IN RED DRAGON)
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