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Summer is almost upon us, so in 
preparation for those dog days, 
I have a reading suggestion for 

you. Nothing too highbrow, but books 
by an author who appeals to my need for 
escapist entertainment and my love of all 
things eco. 

What if I told you that I know a 
bunch of bestsellers in which the envi-
ros aren’t necessarily the bad guys (RIP 
Michael Crichton)? Does the thought 
of side-splitting crime novels filled with 
outrageous characters appeal? What if 
the books also happen to deliver a mes-
sage of decency, honesty and sensitivity 
to nature, not to mention a boatload of 
catharsis?

If you are thinking “bring it on,” then 
say hello to Carl Hiaasen. Former investi-
gative reporter-turned-columnist for the 
Miami Herald and author of over 15 nov-
els and several non-fiction books, Hiaasen 
has been called “America’s finest satirical 
novelist … the blazing conscience of the 
Sunshine State.”

I have never set foot in Florida and, 
thanks in part to Walt Disney but mostly 
to Hiaasen, I have no plans to do so. In 
fact, his first solo novel, Tourist Season, 
had exactly that goal: to keep visitors 
away. Part of the plot involves feeding 
tourists to a big ol’ ‘gator. But apparently 
even that didn’t dissuade the snowbirds.

In subsequent books, Hiaasen has 
served his readers an uproarious feast 
of corruption, stupidity, greed and eco-

logical malice, all set in the Sunshine 
State. In an interview for the PBS show 
Need to Know, he describes Florida as “a 
magnet for sleaze,” a place that offers an 
endless spread of human depredation. In 
Smithsonian Magazine, he suggests that 
American culture is devolving into igno-
rance, weirdness and triviality, and that 
Florida is leading the way.

His adult books are often described 
as “gonzo.” They offer a mix of murder, 
mayhem, sleazebags, improbable situa-
tions and protagonists who nonetheless 
manage to maintain a moral compass. 
Environmental themes pervade the 
stories . In Sick Puppy, a greedy developer 
wants to bulldoze a wilderness island 
full of toads to build condos. In Skinny 
Dip, a corrupt biologist fakes his data on 
Everglades water quality because he’s on 
the payroll of the polluters. But these are 
in no way earnest or exotic nature stories.
They are hilarious romps.

One of Hiassen’s most memorable 
characters is Clinton Tyree, also known 
as “Skink” or “Captain.” A former football 
star, decorated Vietnam vet and English 

professor, the charismatic and handsome 
Tyree is elected governor of Florida. But 
the corruption and sleaze is too much, 
and one day he just ducks out and heads 
into the Florida bush. Living off the land, 
roadkill included, Skink deals out his own 
brand of eco-vigilante justice to anyone 
he thinks is messing up Florida’s great 
natural places, notably the Everglades.

Hiaasen’s three books for young adults 
– Hoot, Flush, and Scat – centre on spe-
cific wildlife and pollution issues and 
feature middle-school kids who take it 
upon themselves to do the right thing. 
In Hoot, they save a colony of burrowing 
owls about to be bulldozed by a pancake 
restaurant chain. The kids at the heart of 
the action demonstrate care and compas-
sion for innocent animals and risk their 
own well-being to protect the owls.

These ecocentric values are not explic-
itly discussed in the book. Rather, they are 
shown to be simply the right way to live. 
In this way, Hiaasen normalizes respect, 
care and action for the sake of the natu-
ral world. In that PBS interview, Hiaasen 
said that given the thousands of letters he 
gets from kids, they understand what’s 
right and what’s wrong. And based on 
the millions of books Hiaasen has sold, 
perhaps the same will someday be true 
for adults too. 

Mark Meisner is a Canadian who lives 
in the US, but tries to stick close to the 
border in case he has to make a run for it.

Florida may be leading America’s slide into ignorance, weirdness and triviality, 
but it’s a fine comic target for Carl Hiaasen.

Hiaasen normalizes 
respect, care and action 
for the sake of the  
natural world.
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