



[image: ]








Contents

Best Florida Trips

1 48 Hours in Miami Sara Benson

2 Cruisin’ Florida’s East Coast Sara Benson

3 Doing Disney & More Sara Benson

4 Overseas Highway to Key West Sara Benson

5 Go Wild in the Everglades Sara Benson

6 High Life Down on the Gulf Coast Sara Benson

7 Freaky Florida Sara Benson

8 North Florida Backwaters & Byways Sara Benson






LONELY PLANET AUTHORS

Why is our travel information the best in the world? It’s simple: our authors are independent, dedicated travelers. They don’t research using just the internet or phone, and they don’t take freebies, so you can rely on their advice being well researched and impartial. They travel widely, to all the popular spots and off the beaten track. They personally visit thousands of hotels, restaurants, cafés, bars, galleries, palaces, museums and more – and they take pride in getting all the details right, and telling it how it is. Think you can do it? Find out how at lonelyplanet.com.





Return to beginning of chapter






BEST FLORIDA TRIPS   [image: ]




1 48 Hours in Miami

2 Cruisin’ Florida’s East Coast

3 Doing Disney & More

4 Overseas Highway to Key West

5 Go Wild in the Everglades

6 High Life Down on the Gulf Coast

7 Freaky Florida

8 North Florida Backwaters & Byways





Florida will cast a spell on you. Spanish explorers saw manatees and imagined they were mermaids. Ponce de Léon found the fabled Fountain of Youth after Native Americans showed him a sacred spring. Latter-day developers dug up mucky swampland and tangled mangrove forests, and sold paradise for a pretty penny to snowbird retirees.



In its history, Florida has inspired as much madness and murder as it has fantasies of a magical kingdom where dreams really do come true. But the Sunshine State is also a kitschy, fun-loving vacationland made for spring breakers, lovebird couples and minivan-driving families. Florida claims 1800 miles of coastline – amazingly, two-thirds of that is sandy beaches. Cold beer, a basket of peel-and-eat shrimp, waving palms trees, gentle surf and hypnotic sunsets are never far away.




[image: ]

Florida has got booty-shakin’ Latin rhythms and pop sounds, deep veins of Southern blues and folk, the twang of country guitars, and rebellious rock and hip-hop. For Sunshine State road-tripping, download:

• “Cheeseburger in Paradise,” Jimmy Buffet

• “Free Bird,” Lynyrd Skynyrd

• “It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere,” Alan Jackson

• “Ramblin’ Man,” Allman Brothers

• “I Won’t Back Down,” Tom Petty

• “Hands Down,” Dashboard Confessional

• “Miami,” Will Smith

• “Bella,” Los Primeros







But wait, there’s more. Savor Miami’s heady Latin American cultural mix, inviting for foodies and nightclub mavens alike. Paddle around pristine bays and go gator spotting in the Everglades. Follow the epic Overseas Highway all the way out to kooky Key West.



Welcome to Florida. The adventure starts now.
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48 Hours in Miami




TIME

2 days

BEST TIME TO GO

Nov – Apr

START

El Palacio del los Jugos

END

Miami International Airport







WHY GO Miami is all about Latin flavor, especially when it comes to cuisine. Lee Klein, food critic for the Miami New Times newspaper, shares some of his favorite Latin American eateries in Little Havana and beyond, plus offbeat hideaways and culinary gems in his own bohemian neighborhood, Miami Beach.





While you get ready to jump in and explore Miami’s toothsome side, be prepared to speak un poquito español (a little Spanish). Or just smile, point politely and ask por favor, quiero esto (I’d like, please). But don’t let any language barriers get in the way of your mission: to try the most authentic Latin tastes Miami has to offer. “Miami has always been strong on ethnic holes-in-the-wall,” Klein opines. “Cuban, Haitian, Central American, South American – the list goes on and on.” Many Latin American eateries stay open after midnight, too – convenient in a city where la vida nocturna is key.



For a first taste of Miami’s melting pot, head out to [image: ] El Palacio de Los Jugos. This open-air marketplace, with food stands like you’d find all over Latin America, is at the intersection of where Havana and Miami shake hands. Klein recommends: “Walk over to where the guy is whacking the tops off of coconuts for fresh juices. Buy a plate of pork asada with fried plantains, black beans and rice, and devour it on a bench in the corner while you watch all the activity going on.” As for the juices, you can experiment with more exotic flavors like melon, mamey or guarapo (pressed sugarcane).



[image: ] Little Havana is Miami’s best-known Cuban community. [image: ] Calle Ocho (aka SW 8th St) doesn’t just cut through the heart of the neighborhood – it is the heart of the neighborhood. “It’s not commercial. It’s not a tourist attraction,” Klein points out. “This is where you’ll see old Cuban men smoking cigars and playing chess.” That’s especially true in [image: ] Máximo Gómez Park, named for a late-19th-century Cuban independence fighter. Another Little Havana landmark is [image: ] Versailles restaurant, where politicians (even US presidents) drop by to take the pulse of the community. “When something important happens,” Klein says, “this is where Cuban Americans go to debate and discuss it.” Order a café Cubano (nicknamed a cafecito), sweetened espresso brewed with sugar, at the walk-up window.


[image: ]





Don’t stop your explorations of Little Havana yet. Klein gives us a great tip: “At almost any Cuban supermarket,” he reveals, “they sell great authentic Cuban food to go.” Pick up roast chicken, vaca frita (crispy beef) or churrasco (grilled meat kabobs) at [image: ] El Nuevo Siglo. Get there early in the day before they run out of anything, then scarf it down at the basic counter seats and tables. Klein’s pick for Cuban fast food is nearby: [image: ] El Rey de Las Fritas. “I love their pork burgers with sautéed onions, loads of seasonings and potato sticks on top,” he says.






[image: ]

To see where all those fresh fruit and veggies on Miami restaurants’ top tables come from, drive out to Redland, where organic farms and vineyards rub sun-kissed shoulders. Book ahead for a chef-prepared Dinner in Paradise (www.paradisefarms.net). In Homestead, stop by the long-running farm stand Robert Is Here (www.robertishere.com) for a strawberry milkshake. This agricultural region, an hour’s drive southwest of Miami Beach, has authentic Mexican food, too – try out some of those roadside taco trucks.





Off Little Havana’s main drag, [image: ] Salmon & Salmon proves that, even in this Cuban community, other Latin American groups have their own lively gathering spots. Klein recommends this Peruvian hole-in-the-wall for authentic seafood, like ceviche mixto (raw seafood marinated in citrus juices usually with chiles, garlic, onion and cilantro). The small storefront dining room is always packed with locals, so expect a wait for a table.



Likewise, Cuban comfort food isn’t limited to Little Havana. Drive south to [image: ] Coral Gables, a wealthy Mediterranean-style enclave, to find another one of Klein’s picks: [image: ] Sergio’s. This retro-licious restaurant plates up Cuban comfort food just like mama used to make at airy outdoor tables, or swing inside and sink into a booth. Then spend the afternoon strolling around town, to walk off everything you’ve feasted on so far. Don’t miss seeing Coral Gables’ lavish [image: ] Biltmore Hotel, a splendid Jazz Age survivor, and the spring-fed [image: ] Venetian Pool, a wonderland of cascading waterfalls and coral-rock grottos.



Just across the river from Little Havana, [image: ] Garcia’s Seafood Grille & Fish Market is like pirates’ hidden treasure. “Here you can sit overlooking an undeveloped stretch of the Miami River,” Klein says. Yes, it’s seedy and ramshackle, but in a cinematic way. “They used to film Miami Vice here,” he amusingly adds. Don’t let the simple ambience of Garcia’s downstairs fish market deter you. Climb the narrow stairway up to the classy bar and grill sporting a riverside deck, where some of Miami’s movers and shakers fork into conch steaks and grouper fillets and wolf down dolphinfish (mahimahi) sandwiches.



At long last, Miami Beach. You’ve already been fantasizing about dreamy [image: ] South Beach, right? Part beach bum, part A-list glamour girl, SoBe is where the carnivalesque action never stops. “You can’t ignore the beach,” Klein, a neighborhood denizen, admits. “Especially not topless Haulover Beach.” Chic outdoor cafés and restaurants line Ocean Dr, but for upscale plates, pick standard-bearing [image: ] OLA (Of Latin America, get it?) for chef David Rodriguez’s innovative pan–Latin American cuisine. “It’s worth going just to try the ceviche menu,” Klein says. Fork into traditional Peruvian mixto, or go bold with whole lobster tail marinated in coconut milk and citrus juices, served with sage sorbet.



Detour across the bay to [image: ] Michy’s, the love child of chef Michelle Bernstein and husband David Martinez. “The menu is half Latin America, half continental American,” Klein remarks. To wit: white gazpacho and jamon–blue cheese croquettes appear alongside steak frites and duck confit. Bordering Miami’s Design District, [image: ] Little Haiti has plenty of holes-in-the-wall serving true island specialties like ragout (cow’s feet), queue de boeuf (oxtail), foie (liver) and griot (spicy fried pork). It’s one of Miami’s most flavorful neighborhoods, where young men in tank tops listen to Francophone rap while matrons wearing bright headscarves gossip in front of botanicas (ie vodou shops).



Back in South Beach, Collins Ave is a trove of historic art-deco hotels such as the [image: ] Hotel Astor and fashionable modern high-rises such as the [image: ] Delano Hotel, designed by Ian Schrager, which Klein calls “a little Alice-in-Wonderlandish.” On the oasis of Lido Island, [image: ] The Standard “really nails that 1950s Miami vibe,” Klein enthuses. This hip urban hotel lets guests play bingo as DJs spin, take holistic yoga classes or drift away in the spa’s Turkish hammam. For drinks, head back across the causeway to the comfortably unpretentious [image: ] Purdy Lounge or hit the Mondrian’s [image: ] Sunset Lounge, overlooking the bay, for high-flying cocktails. Klein points out the hotel’s gob-stopping vending machine, where you can put down a deposit on anything from a Bentley to a brand-new house.






ART BEYOND THE BEACH

Miami’s Design District is for foodies and art lovers alike. Here a contemporary gallery scene thrives, neatly bounded by NE 38th and 41st Sts and NE 2nd and N Miami Aves. Culture vultures can also head north to the Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA; www.mocanomi.org) or time their trip for December’s international Art Basel (www.artbaselmiamibeach.com) event. Back in SoBe, peruse the eccentric all-media collections of the unique Wolfsonian Museum (www.wolfsonian.org), inside a historic art-deco movie palace.





For a sweet ending to a hot night of clubbing, northern Miami Beach’s [image: ] La Perrada de Edgar doles out Columbia hot dogs with kookily delicious toppings (bacon, eggs, potato sticks, pineapple and/or whipped cream, anyone?). Wait until the next morning to swing by [image: ] Buenos Aires Bakery. “By everyone’s opinion,” Klein says, “this is the place to go for stuffed empanadas and alfajores (confections) made with dulce de leche (caramel).”



Finally, if you find yourself back at the airport craving one last Cuban meal, Klein gives the thumbs-up to [image: ] La Carreta, a city-wide chain. Get your arroz con pollo, ropa vieja and other Cuban classics done right here. The cafeteria set-up makes for quick getaways, especially once you’ve refueled with a cafecito or two for the long flight home.

Sara Benson

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Miami is 235 miles southeast of Orlando or 25 miles south of Fort Lauderdale/Hollywood International Airport via I-95.



Do

Máximo Gómez Park

Aka Domino Park, here Little Havana’s board game–playing retirees while away the mornings and afternoons. [image: ] 305-285-1684; 801 SW 15th Ave, Miami; admission free; [image: ] 24hr; [image: ] [image: ]

Venetian Pool

Take the plunge at this stunning public water park, just as Olympian-swimmers-turned-movie stars Esther Williams and Johnny “Tarzan” Weissmuller once did. [image: ] 305-460-5306; www.coralgablesvenetianpool.com; 2701 De Soto Blvd, Coral Gables; adult/child $10.50/6; [image: ] 11am-5:30pm Tue-Fri, 10am-4:30pm Sat & Sun, extended hr Jun-Aug; [image: ]



EAT & DRINK

Buenos Aires Bakery

Little Argentinean sidewalk café and coffee shop gets big applause for its meat and vegetable empanadas. [image: ] 305-861-7887; www.buenosairesbakeryandcafe.com; 7134 Collins Ave, Miami Beach; items $2-6; [image: ] 7am-9pm; [image: ]

El Nuevo Siglo

Never mind the blindingly bright lights: this Little Havana supermercado has tasty take-out and a bakery for dessert. [image: ] 305-854-1916; 1305 SW 8th St, Miami; dishes $2-10; [image: ] 7am-7pm; [image: ]

El Palacio de Los Jugos

Instantly addictive jugos naturales (fruit juices), batidos (tropical milkshakes), Cuban sandwiches, roast chicken and other succulent take-out. [image: ] 305-264-4557; 5721 W Flagler St, Miami; dishes $3-8; [image: ] 7am-9pm Mon-Sat, to 8pm Sun; [image: ]

El Rey de Las Fritas

Miami’s mini chain of Cuban fast-food joints, serving burgers, batidos and hot pressed sandwiches. [image: ] 305-644-6054; 1821 SW 8th St, Miami; dishes $2-6; [image: ] 9am-10:30pm Mon-Sat; [image: ]

Garcia’s Seafood Grille & Fish Market

Though it may feel like a smuggler’s shack, the blackboard specials and table service are sophisticated; complimentary valet parking. [image: ] 305-375-0765; 398 NW River Dr, Miami; mains $9-22; [image: ] 11am-3pm & 5:30-9:30pm

La Carreta

Don’t worry, it’s not your usual airport fare, folks. Fill up on fried pork, shredded beef and steamed tamales. www.lacarreta.com; Miami International Airport, 4200 NW 21st St, Miami; mains $7-12; [image: ] 6am-10:30pm; [image: ]

La Perrada de Edgar

Columbian hot dogs with all the extra topping will almost ensure a heart attack. Wash ‘em down with tart lemonade. [image: ] 305-866-4546; 6976 Collins Ave, Miami; items $3-6; [image: ] 10am-2am; [image: ]

Michy’s

Dramatic dining room for Latin American fusion fare on modish northern Biscayne Blvd. [image: ] 305-759-2001; http://michysmiami.com; 6927 Biscayne Blvd, Miami; mains $17-34; [image: ] 6:30-11pm Tue-Thu, 6:30-11:30pm Fri & Sat, 6-10pm Sun

OLA

Nuevo Latino cooking from ground-breaking city chef Douglas Rodriguez, along with a standout Spanish and South American wine list. [image: ] 305-695-9125; www.olamiami.com; Sanctuary Hotel, 1745 James Ave, Miami; mains $16-40; [image: ] 6:30-11pm Sun-Thu, 6:30pm-1am Fri & Sat

Purdy Lounge

No-attitude neighborhood bar where laidback couches and reggae nights rebel against SoBe’s velvet-roped, see-and-be-seen nightclub scene. [image: ] 305-531-4622; www.purdylounge.com; 1811 Sunset Harbor Rd, Miami Beach; [image: ] 3pm-5am Mon-Fri, 6pm-5am Sat & Sun

Salmon & Salmon

Peruvian house specialties include tacu-tacu (Creole-style fried beans and rice) and anything with octopus. Just overlook the tacky strip-mall location. [image: ] 305-649-5924; 2907 NW 7th St, Miami; mains $12-25; [image: ] noon-10pm

Sergio’s

Every home-style Cuban sandwich, pork or seafood dish comes heaped with maduros (fried plantains). [image: ] 305-529-0047; www.sergios.com; 3252 Coral Way, Coral Gables; mains $6-15; [image: ] 10am-midnight Sun-Thu, 10am-2am Fri & Sat; [image: ]

Sunset Lounge

Inventive tropical cocktails, breathtaking bayside views, poolside cabanas, labyrinthine gardens with “kissing corners” and a sandbox strictly for grown-ups. [image: ] 305-514-1941; www.mondrian-miami.com; 1100 West Ave, Miami Beach; [image: ] 11am-2am

Versailles

Step inside this old-school Little Havana Cuban restaurant for vaca frita (crispy beef), lechon asado (marinated pork), croquettes and other traditional dishes. [image: ] 305-444-0240; 3555 SW 8th St, Miami; mains $6-25; [image: ] 8am-2am Mon-Thu, 8am-3:30am Fri, 8am-4:30am Sat, 9am-1am Sun; [image: ]



SLEEP

Biltmore Hotel

Sleep in the lap of luxury at this grand 1920s hotel, ornamented with Italian, Spanish and Moorish architectural accents. [image: ] 305-445-1926; www.biltmorehotel.com; 1200 Anastasia Ave, Coral Gables; r & ste $200-5000; [image: ] [image: ]

Delano Hotel

“Still cool and classy after all these years,” says Klein. Step inside just to see the multimillion-dollar contemporary art collection. [image: ] 305-672-2000; www.delano-hotel.com; 1685 Collins Ave, Miami Beach; r & ste $310-5000

Hotel Astor

Small but sleek rooms made over with earth tones, with mod cons. Free beach gear to borrow. [image: ] 305-531-8081; www.hotelastor.com; 956 Washington Ave, Miami Beach; r & ste $130-570

The Standard

This tongue-in-cheek boutique hotel rates its rooms by size, from “Missionary” to “Full Spread.” Don’t be thrown off by the vintage mid-century modern sign that says “Lido Spa Hotel” outside. [image: ] 305-673-1717; www.standardhotels.com/miami; 40 Island Ave, Miami Beach; r $189-539; [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.miamiandbeaches.com

www.miaminewtimes.com
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Cruisin’ Florida’s East Coast




TIME

6 days

DISTANCE

475 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Nov – Apr

START

Jacksonville, FL

END

Miami, FL







WHY GO Go on, just admit it. This is exactly why you came to Florida: partyin’ beach towns, panoramic coastal drives and lazy sunny days of swimming, surfing and margaritas by the pier. We’ve got the ultimate beach-bum’s itinerary, from Jax Beaches all the way south to Miami.





There’s no really bad time to take this classic road trip down Florida’s east coast. Summer sees more rain, but the ocean waters are balmy. March and April are overrun with college students on spring break; then again, the weather is so awesome, maybe it’s worth fighting the crowds. Fall brings hurricanes, but you might get lucky and evade the storms. Winter is drier, and also colder, yet it warms up the further south you go. So just hit the road whenever you feel like it, and optimistically whistle “Here Comes the Sun.”



Start your beach-bum’s journey up north in Jacksonville. Get into the spring-break spirit of things at [image: ] Anheuser-Busch Brewery, which produces over eight million barrels annually, now using ecoconscious practices. Guided tours are equal parts history and propaganda, ending with free samples. Dude! Afterward, let your designated driver whisk you down to [image: ] Jax Beaches. Beside the sand dunes, the beach’s fishing pier is the place to bring drinks, cast your line and wait for a nibble. Hidden inland in a strip mall, the funky [image: ] Beach Hut Cafe is the kind of place where plastic palm trees and flip-flops fit right in. All day it dishes up Southern-style breakfasts such as country ham with red-eyed gravy. Spaced along Hwy A1A heading north are quieter Neptune Beach and Atlantic Beach, if you want to possibly have some white sand all to yourself.



Take the long way southbound via coastal Hwy A1A. Slow down for [image: ] Cap’s on the Water, a raw bar and seafood house inhabiting an authentic 1940s fishing camp, where you can sit and shuck oysters on the creaky back deck. Before you know it, you’ll be motoring into [image: ] St Augustine Beach, with its fishing pier and merrily black-and-white-striped lighthouse. Go beachcombing, swimming, paddling, hiking and cycling or pitch your tent overnight at [image: ] Anastasia State Park, famous for its unbroken ocean horizons. Or head across the Bridge of Lions into downtown St Augustine, Florida’s oldest European settlement, riddled with narrow cobblestone alleyways, to the no-frills, tongue-in-cheek [image: ] Pirate Haus Inn. Yo-ho-ho, me hearties!


[image: ]





Synonymous with spring-break madness, [image: ] Daytona Beach keeps a carnivalesque atmosphere going on its vintage 1950s boardwalk year-round. Take a gondola ride on Main Street Pier, then hit the miles of white-sand beaches for anything from swimming and boogie boarding to surfing and parasailing. (Shh, don’t disturb the sea turtles that lay their eggs in the sand here between mid-May and October.) Meander south to [image: ] Ponce Inlet Light Station, the tallest lighthouse on Florida’s east coast, which is gorgeously lit up after sunset.



Nearby, [image: ] Down the Hatch Seafood Restaurant is a waterfront seafood galley where hot live bands and Floribbean cuisine go hand-in-hand. Back on Daytona Beach’s main drag, we can’t resist the [image: ] Aku Tiki Inn for its tropical kitsch appeal and fabulously divey tiki bar downstairs, where disco has never died. Just inland, the Daytona International Speedway attracts even bigger crowds than the beach, especially when Nascar comes to town during “Speed Weeks.” (In the old days, drivers actually used to race on the beach.) At the speedway, the [image: ] Daytona 500 Experience lets you admire stock cars, take a tram tour of the steeply banked track, and virtually experience all the thrills of auto racing – even take a ride-along with a professional driver.






THE ROAD LESS TAKEN

Florida’s Hwy A1A, celebrated in pop culture and sung about by Jimmy Buffet and Vanilla Ice, traces a perilous path along the Atlantic Coast barrier islands. Apart from its National Scenic Byway designation (www.scenica1a.org), however, Hwy A1A often lacks ocean views, with wind-blocking vegetation growing on both sides of the road. Unless you’re just moseying up or down the coast to the next beach town, Hwy 1 or I-95 are often better choices for driving long distance.





From Daytona, it’s about 200 miles of pokey-slow coastal driving (or cheat by taking faster I-95) down to Palm Beach. Break up your journey at [image: ] Indialantic Beach, one of those oft-forgotten, off-the-beaten-path beach towns that are almost too cool a secret to reveal. Sandy shores, great surfing, a boardwalk and cycling paths by the sea await. Follow the surfers north up Hwy A1A to [image: ] Da Kine Diego’s Insane Burrito shop, with its outdoor patio plastered with graffiti and surf-brand stickers. Can’t tear yourself away from the wide-open ocean horizons? Then pretend you’re living in your own private beach house at the unforgettably relaxing [image: ] Oceanfront Cottages.



Back on the road, detour to Jupiter Island’s [image: ] Blowing Rocks Preserve. When the surf’s up, the sea breaks against a rocky limestone coastline, sometimes spouting 50ft into the air – pretty impressive! Perched on the water with lighthouse views, [image: ] Square Grouper Tiki Bar is a classic Florida dive that starred in Alan Jackson’s music video “It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere” with Jimmy Buffet. For creative seafood with a twist, head to [image: ] Little Moir’s Food Shack, a popular strip-mall roadside café that feels more like the laid-back Keys than the hoity-toity Gold Coast.



South Florida’s answer to Beverly Hills, [image: ] Palm Beach lets the hoi polloi (that’s you) laze on its white-sand municipal beach, kept immaculately free of seaweed. Or cycle alongside the Intracostal Waterway on the Lake Trail, aka the “Trail of Conspicuous Consumption,” and gawk at the multimillion-dollar mansions. They say that JFK liked to slip away to [image: ] Green’s Pharmacy, where everyone from trust-fund babies to bikini-clad college girls gorges on plates of biscuits-and-gravy, omelettes and tasty burgers at an old-fashioned lunch counter. Heading south, [image: ] Delray Beach is a lot less stuffy. Its main drag, Atlantic Ave, is chock-a-block with cafés and bars full of those bronzed bods that you’ll see taking a dip along the sandy beachfront. Join the cool cats at lantern-lit [image: ] Dada, a two-story bungalow, for sipping cocktails and groovin’ to live bands.



Your last stop before Miami, [image: ] Fort Lauderdale Beach is not the spring-break bacchanalia destination it once was, although you’ll find outposts of beach-bummin’ bars and motels in between the swanky boutique hotels and multimillion-dollar yachts. The beach itself stretches for 7 miles next to a diamond-white promenade, nearby where swimmers, surfers, jet skiers and beach volleyball players all worship the sun. Not far from the beach, [image: ] Ask Me Inn is a homey apartmentlike place with sweet little balconies and beach chairs for guests to borrow. Drive inland to try the famous garlic crabs at the [image: ] Rustic Inn, where locals slam down wooden mallets on newspaper-covered tables just to get at the delicious stuff inside. Alternatively, follow the coast south to bewitching Hollywood Beach to chow down on brontosaurus-sized burgers among the junkyard antiques and jungle greenery of [image: ] Le Tub, where you can toast the sunset with a cold beer and watch boats sail by.






[image: ]

Just east of the Everglades, Biscayne National Park is a protected marine sanctuary harboring amazing tropical coral reef systems, most within sight of Miami’s skyline. It’s only accessible by water: take a glass-bottomed-boat tour; a snorkel or scuba-diving trip; or rent a canoe or kayak to lose yourself in this 300-sq-mile system of islands, underwater shipwrecks and mangrove forests. Get oriented at the park’s Convoy Point visitor center, about an hour’s drive south of Miami Beach.





Finally, say bienvenidos a [image: ] Miami Beach as you cruise down glam Ocean Dr. For the hottest clubs and most beautiful beaches, head straight to [image: ] South Beach, a kaleidoscopic circus of humanity, from A-list Hollywood celebrities to hormone-crazed 20-something college students. Chic boutique hotels are scattered around SoBe’s charming art-deco historic district, but expect to drop some serious coin to stay here. For deco style on a budget, check out the shagalicious [image: ] Hotel Chelsea, just a heartbeat from all the action on the happening beachfront promenade. Rising above SoBe’s overhyped eating gambles, [image: ] Joe’s Stone Crab ain’t cheap, but you’ll never forgive yourself if you don’t try what it’s famous for. (Tip: the take-out window is less expensive, then you can tote your fresh catch over to the beach for a picnic.) By now you’re probably broke, so end your beach bum’s trip at [image: ] Zeke’s Roadhouse, a dive bar with a heady collection of microbrews, right on Lincoln Rd’s posh pedestrian mall.

Sara Benson

 






TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From downtown Jacksonville, it’s a 30-minute drive east to the beach, which is about 25 miles southeast of the airport.



Do

Anheuser-Busch Brewery

Make reservations for behind-the-scenes brewmaster tours. [image: ] 904-696-8373; www.budweisertours.com; 111 Busch Dr, Jacksonville; basic tours free, brewmaster tour adult/child $25/10; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Sat

Blowing Rocks Preserve

Explore the lagoon boardwalk, butterfly garden and nature trail alongside a sea-turtle nesting beach. [image: ] 561-744-6668; www.nature.org; 574 S Beach Rd, Hobe Sound; adult/child $2/free; [image: ] 9am-4:30pm; [image: ]

Daytona 500 Experience

A shrine to all things Nascar; call ahead to double-check track tour times. [image: ] 386-681-6800; www.daytona500experience.com; 1801 W International Speedway Blvd, Daytona; adult/child from $25/20; [image: ] 10am-6pm, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

Ponce Inlet Light Station

Painstakingly restored, with a fine collection of Fresnel lenses. [image: ] 386-761-1821; www.ponceinlet.org; 4931 S Peninsula Dr, Ponce Inlet; adult/child $5/1.50; [image: ] 10am-6pm, 10am-9pm Memorial Day-Labor Day; [image: ]



EAT & DRINK

Beach Hut Cafe

Don your board shorts and flip-flops for oh-so-filling breakfasts and lunch specials. [image: ] 904-249-3516; 1281 3rd St S, Jacksonville Beach; mains $4-8; [image: ] 6am-2:30pm; [image: ]

Cap’s on the Water

Gobble down fresh shrimp and Floridian gumbo on a sunset-view deck. [image: ] 904-824-8794; www.capsonthewater.com; 4325 Myrtle St, St Augustine; mains $10-27; [image: ] 11:30am-3:30pm & 4:30pm-close Fri-Sun

Da Kine Diego’s Insane Burrito

Hawaiian-style surf shack dishes up Cal-Mex fusion burritos and tacos with eclectic salsas. [image: ] 21-779-8226; 1360 Hwy A1A, Satellite Beach; mains $5-9; [image: ] 11am-9pm; [image: ] [image: ]

Dada

Detour west of downtown for drinks (skip the dinners, though), eclectic tunes and boho vibes. [image: ] 561-330-3232; www.dada.closermagazine.com; 52 N Swinton Ave, Delray Beach; [image: ] 5pm-2am

Down the Hatch Seafood Restaurant

Overlooking mangroves and the river, this casual marina eatery serves up killer surf-and-turf with sunset views. [image: ] 386-761-4831; www.down-the-hatch-seafood.com; 4894 Front St, Ponce Inlet; mains $16-25; [image: ] 11:30am-9pm

Green’s Pharmacy

At this vintage diner with mint-green linoleum, be prepared for sticker shock on the blue-plate specials. [image: ] 561-832-4443; 151 N County Rd, Palm Beach; mains $9-15; [image: ] 6am-3pm Mon-Sat, to 2pm Sun; [image: ]

Joe’s Stone Crab

Opened as a 1913 lunch counter, this swanky seafood and chophouse where the city’s movers and shakers dine is tops. [image: ] 305-673-0365; www.joesstonecrab.com; 11 Washington Ave, Miami Beach; mains $16-66; [image: ] 11:30am-2pm Tue-Sat, 5-10pm Sun-Thu, 5-11pm Fri & Sat, with seasonal variations

Le Tub

Sirloin burgers, barbecue rubs and seafood salads take time to make, so don’t be in a hurry, dude. [image: ] 954-921-9425; www.theletub.com; 1100 N Ocean Dr, Hollywood Beach; mains $9-21; [image: ] noon-4am

Little Moir’s Food Shack

Strip-mall café with high-flying seafood fusion dishes like yucca-encrusted corvina or grouper cheeks. [image: ] 561-741-3626; www.littlemoirsfoodshack.com; 103 S Hwy 1, Jupiter; mains $15-25; [image: ] 11am-9pm Mon-Sat; [image: ]

Rustic Inn

Weekday seafood lunch specials and the weighty “Admiral’s Platter” combo are deals. [image: ] 954-584-1637; www.rusticinn.com; 4331 Ravenswood Rd, Fort Lauderdale; mains $7-45; [image: ] 11:30am-10:45pm Mon-Sat, noon-9pm Sun; [image: ]

Square Grouper Tiki Bar

Grab a bottle of brew and let your troubles float away at Castaways Marina. [image: ] 561-575-0252; www.squaregrouper.net; 1111 Love St, Jupiter; [image: ] noon-midnight Sun-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat

Zeke’s Roadhouse

Squeeze inside the bar for cheap pours, then head outside for people-watching: fashionista hotties, Rastafarian bohemians and the downright weird denizens. [image: ] 305-672-3118; 625 Lincoln Rd, Miami Beach; [image: ] 4pm-2am



SLEEP

Aku Tiki Inn

Chain-motel standard rooms and kitchenettes by the beach; rates spike during spring break and “Speed Weeks.” [image: ] 386-252-9631; www.bwakutiki.com; 2225 S Atlantic Ave, Daytona Beach; r $90-200; [image: ]

Anastasia State Park

Campsite reservations are recommended. Pick up supplies or lunch from Island Joe’s camp store. [image: ] 904-461-2033; www.floridastateparks.org/anastasia; 1340 Hwy A1A S, St Augustine; per vehicle $8, campsite $28; [image: ] 8am-sunset; [image: ] [image: ]

Ask Me Inn

Side-street apartment complex has a hospitable owner renting eclectic rooms and suites, some with full kitchens. [image: ] 954-760-4211; www.askmeinn.com; 300 N Birch Rd, Fort Lauderdale; r $110-150; [image: ]

Hotel Chelsea

Vintage (read: slightly worn) art-deco rooms with minimalist panache, boudoir lighting and spa bathrobes. Complimentary cocktail hour nightly. [image: ] 305-534-4069; www.thehotelchelsea.com; 944 Washington Ave, Miami Beach; r $180-399

Oceanfront Cottages

Simple, tidy kitchenette suites, some with whirlpools and ocean-view decks, near the beach. [image: ] 321-725-8474; www.oceanfrontcottages.com; 612 Wavecrest Ave, Indialantic; ste $160-350

Pirate Haus Inn

Multilingual, family-friendly hostel in the Old City; breakfast is all-you-can-eat pancakes. [image: ] 904-808-1999; www.piratehaus.com; 32 Treasury St, St Augustine; dm $20, r $65-95; [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.miamiandbeaches.com

www.visitflorida.com





 

Return to beginning of chapter

TRIP 3    [image: ]

Doing Disney & More




TIME

5 – 7 days

DISTANCE

250 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Sep – Nov & Jan – Feb

START

Orlando, FL

END

Cocoa Beach, FL







WHY GO Let your inner child loose at Mickey’s Magic Kingdom, but don’t stop there. Orlando has amusements galore for kids of all ages. NASA’s Kennedy Space Center is an easy day trip, too, near the wildlife havens and surf-friendly beaches of the Space Coast.





Florida’s most popular vacationland destination, Orlando revolves around its theme parks designed for kids, but also anyone who ever wished upon a star and whispered, “I want to go to Disney World.” Even if you’re not a huge fan of that dang mouse, you’ll find a lot more to entertain you in Orlando, including thrill-a-minute water parks. A quick escape from the city, Florida’s Space Coast has even more places to play outside: go surfing the waves at Cocoa Beach or watching manatees outside Titusville.



Start your trip in the belly of the magical beast, [image: ] Walt Disney World. The dream of building the self-proclaimed “Happiest Place on Earth” started in the 1960s, when ol’ Walt bought almost 30,000 acres of swamp and woodlands here. Nowadays 16 million people from around the globe visit his famous creation each year. The resort revolves around the [image: ] Magic Kingdom, where kids, grandparents, honeymooners and everyone in between skips down Main St together toward Cinderella’s Castle. Classic rides like Space Mountain, Pirates of the Caribbean and It’s a Small World are unbelievably popular, so get in line early. Without any character parades or screaming roller coasters, Disney’s [image: ] Epcot is a less frantic experience. Slow down for the international theme pavilions, or zoom into Future World near Epcot’s iconic geodesic dome (yes, it looks just like a golf ball). When it gets too hot to stand in any more lines, take the whole family to cool off at Disney’s [image: ] Typhoon Lagoon, with an abundance of palm trees and a beckoning white-sand beach, plus a snorkeling reef with kaleidoscopic tropical fish, Orlando’s biggest wave pool and water tubes and slides aplenty.


[image: ]





Staying and eating inside Walt Disney World may save you time but not money. Of all Disney’s theme hotels, [image: ] Disney’s Wilderness Lodge – a homage to Yosemite’s Ahwahnee and other great American national-park lodges – and [image: ] Disney’s Fort Wilderness Resort both provide a little green space for relaxing, plus in-park transportation by boat (slow but tons of fun). Don’t expect gourmet kitchens at any of the hotels, but Disney character–hosted dining events are beloved by starry-eyed kids. At Disney’s Contemporary Resort, the [image: ] California Grill has coveted rooftop views of the Magic Kingdom’s nightly fireworks. Foraging further afield, Disney’s Animal Kingdom Lodge has standout dining options, from a family-friendly buffet to African-spiced [image: ] Jiko, with its sunset-colored dining room. If you’d rather escape all the hullabaloo, the condo-style [image: ] Omni Orlando Resort at ChampionsGate is less than half an hour’s drive from Walt Disney World.




[image: ]

“Our best tip for doing Disney right is to: arrive 30 minutes before opening; stay at the park through lunch, and for another hour or so; leave around 2pm or 3pm (when it’s hottest and most crowded); take a nap back at the hotel (kids and parents), then eat dinner and return to the park at 6pm (lots of people will be leaving then, with screaming, tired children who didn’t get a nap); and stay until closing.”

Daniel Boland, Orlando







Just a bit smarter, funnier and faster than dear old Disney, modern [image: ] Universal Orlando gets your adrenaline pumping with its revved-up rides and entertaining shows. Divide your time between [image: ] Universal Studios, with its movie-themed revues and rides, like the Revenge of the Mummy special-effects roller coaster or seeing Shrek 4-D, and the no-holds-barred [image: ] Islands of Adventure, where superheroes race by on motorcycles and thrill rides will either get you soaked or start some rad barf-o-rama. Connecting both parks, [image: ] Universal Citywalk is kinda cheesy, but it’s an after-dark destination for crankin’ live-music clubs to theme restaurants and bars to suit every taste, from Jimmy Buffet Parrotheads to Nascar fans. More than just a restaurant that’s a mouthful to say, [image: ] Bob Marley: A Tribute to Freedom has an actual recreation of the Rastafarian musical legend’s Jamaican home, complete with memorabilia and live reggae bands jammin’ nightly in an open-air veranda courtyard. The [image: ] Hard Rock Hotel has the most va-va-voom of Universal’s resorts; guests get free water-taxi rides and skip-the-line privileges at theme parks. Or you can keep the movie-and-TV-character madness going nonstop at the [image: ] Nickelodeon Suites Resort, where suites designed with kids in mind feature SpongeBob Squarepants, Jimmy Neutron and the Rugrats.




[image: ]

Between December and March, Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge (www.fws.gov/crystalriver) offers one of the surest bets for seeing Florida’s endangered manatees in the wild. It’s an unforgettable thrill to take a glass-bottomed-boat cruise, paddle a kayak or go snorkeling and scuba diving while encountering these “sea cows” at home in their natural habitat. The refuge is only accessible by boat. Make reservations with tour-boat operators in the town of Crystal River, about a two-hour drive west of Orlando.







Running alongside Universal Orlando, tacky [image: ] International Drive is one long traffic-jammed strip of classic tourist traps and American chain restaurants that you might have thought had gone the way of the dinosaurs. For daredevil teenagers, [image: ] Wet ’n’ Wild water park delivers high-speed thrills with menacing names like Storm, Mach 5 and Brain Wash – yeowch. A tamer place to while away an afternoon, [image: ] Pirate’s Cove “adventure” minigolf course has sunken ships, waterfalls and a cannon shot by a skeleton. Ahoy, mateys! At the southern end of I-Dr are Orlando’s mega aquatic theme parks, headed up by [image: ] SeaWorld Orlando. What everyone comes to see are the spectacular animal shows, but ask yourself: is it right to keep highly intelligent dolphins and orcas (killer whales) captive just so they can perform acrobatic tricks to a rock’n’roll soundtrack? (Watch the controversial documentary The Cove for more food for thought.) Look for the manatee exhibit, where endangered “sea cows” rescued by SeaWorld staff are rehabilitated for return to the wild.



When you’re ready to escape the concrete jungle and nonstop crowds of Orlando, it’s a little over an hour’s drive east to the Atlantic Ocean – ah, fresh air! – and Florida’s [image: ] Space Coast. NASA was founded here in the late 1950s. It was from Cape Canaveral that the first humans to successfully land on the moon launched. Although NASA’s space-shuttle program has ended, the [image: ] Kennedy Space Center is still a gob-stoppingly cool place. Devote most of your day to the science exhibits and historical museum, IMAX theaters, shuttle-launch simulator and outdoor rocket park. But first take the hop-on, hop-off bus tour of working NASA facilities, walk underneath a real rocket and touch a piece of the moon. Don’t be surprised if your bus driver points out alligators hauled out by the roadside or bald eagles nesting in nearby trees. That’s because NASA is surrounded by [image: ] Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge, also a prime stop on the Atlantic Flyway for migratory birds. Stop at the refuge’s visitors center east of Titusville for maps and information, then take the 7-mile Black Point Wildlife Drive and head out to the manatee-viewing platform. [image: ] Canaveral National Seashore protects the longest stretch of undeveloped dunes on Florida’s east coast. It’s split between the wilder southern section, Playalinda Beach (east of Titusville), and family-friendly Apollo Beach further north, which has a helpful visitors center and nature trails for hiking alongside the seemingly endless dunes.



If you’re too seduced by the waves to return to Orlando just yet, backtrack south of Titusville to [image: ] Cocoa Beach, where the whimsical 1960s TV show I Dream of Jeannie was set. Its beautiful white-sand beaches attract surfers like sharks to a chum slick these days. Plenty of local outfitters can teach you the tricks of the ancient Hawaiian art of wave-riding, including [image: ] Cocoa Beach Surf Company. The town’s funky fishing pier is crowded with touristy seafood joints and beachy bars, but hands down the best end-of-the-day views are dockside at [image: ] Sunset Waterfront Cafe and Bar. If you want to hang around the Space Coast overnight, the irresistibly kitschy (and pink!) [image: ] Fawlty Towers is a family-friendly motel with a poolside tiki bar.

Sara Benson

 






TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Walt Disney World is a 25-mile drive southwest of Orlando’s airport via Hwy 528 and I-4 to Epcot Center Dr.



DO

Canaveral National Seashore

Barrier island with blissful beaches for swimming, surfing, fishing, hiking and camping. [image: ] 321-267-1110; www.nps.gov/cana; Hwy 402, Titusville; adult/child $3/free; [image: ] 6am-6pm Nov-Apr, to 8pm May-Oct, visitors center hr vary; [image: ]

Cocoa Beach Surf Company

Private and group lessons, weekend clinics and surf camps. [image: ] 321-868-8966; www.cocoabeachsurfcompany.com; 4001 N Atlantic Ave, Cocoa Beach; 1hr surfing lesson $40-50; [image: ] by reservation; [image: ]

Kennedy Space Center

Part historical museum, astronaut tribute and memorial, educational center and theme park; reserve ahead for lunch with an astronaut. [image: ] 321-449-4444; www.kennedyspacecenter.com; Orsino; adult/child from $38/28; [image: ] 9am-6pm; [image: ]

Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge

Abundant wildlife watching in multiple habitats, including mangrove swamp and hardwood hammock. [image: ] 321-861-6667; www.fws.gov/merrittisland; Hwy 402, Titusville; admission free; [image: ] sunrise-sunset, visitors center 8am-4:30pm Mon-Fri, 9am-5pm Sat, plus 9am-5pm Sun Nov-Mar; [image: ]

Pirate’s Cove

In a sea of minigolf courses, this swashbuckler rises to the top. Try Blackbeard’s Challenge course, if ye dare. [image: ] 407-352-7378; www.piratescove.net; 8501 International Dr, Orlando; adult/child from $11/10; [image: ] 9am-11:30pm; [image: ]

SeaWorld Orlando

IMAX movies, kiddie rides at Happy Harbor, aquariums and live shows amuse huge crowds. [image: ] 407-351-3600; www.seaworldorlando.com; 7007 SeaWorld Dr, Orlando; adult/child from $79/69; [image: ] daily, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

Universal CityWalk

Pedestrian shopping mall with a 20-screen cineplex, restaurants and late-night bars and clubs with live music; after 9pm, under 21s not allowed. [image: ] 407-363-8000; www.universalorlando.com/citywalk; 6000 Universal Blvd, Orlando; admission free, parking $14; [image: ] 11am-2am; [image: ]

Universal Orlando

More high-tech than Disney, with plenty of rides and shows for short-attention-span-theater types. [image: ] 407-363-8000; www.universalorlando.com; 6000 Universal Blvd, Orlando; adult/child from $80/70; [image: ] daily, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

Walt Disney World

Spread-out theme parks and attractions are all touched by the magic of Mickey Mouse. [image: ] 407-939-6244; http://disneyworld.disney.go.com; off I-4, exit 67, Orlando; adult/child from $79/68; [image: ] daily, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

Wet ‘n’ Wild

Twisted water slides, chutes, whirlpools and toboggan rides will scare the bejeezus out of kids, but probably not teens. [image: ] 407-351-1800; www.wetnwildorlando.com; 6200 International Dr, Orlando; adult/child $48/42; [image: ] daily, with seasonal variations; [image: ]



EAT & DRINK

Bob Marley: A Tribute to Freedom

Jerk-spiced chicken, monk stew and veggie patties with yucca fries will fill your soulful belly, mon. [image: ] 407-224-3663; www.universalorlando.com; Universal Citywalk; mains $8-16; [image: ] 4-10pm Sun-Thu, to 11pm Fri & Sat

California Grill

Come for the California fusion fare, above-par wine list and spectacular fireworks views; reservations essential. [image: ] 407-939-3463; http://disneyworld.disney.go.com; 4600 World Dr, Lake Buena Vista; mains $28-44; [image: ] dinner daily, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

Jiko

Sophisticated dining room draws inspiration from the African diaspora, with a top-drawer South African wine list; reservations essential. [image: ] 407-939-3463; http://disneyworld.disney.go.com; 2901 Osceola Pkwy, Lake Buena Vista; mains $26-41; [image: ] dinner daily, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

Sunset Waterfront Cafe and Bar

Nothing-special seafood, but outdoor dockside tables have incredible views. [image: ] 321-783-8485; www.sunsetwaterfrontcafeandbar.com; 500 W Cocoa Beach Causeway, Cocoa Beach; mains $8-26; [image: ] 11:30am-10pm Mon-Sat, 4-10pm Sun; [image: ]



SLEEP

Disney’s Fort Wilderness Resort

Old West–styled cabins and campsites nestle among pine and cypress trees. [image: ] 407-824-2900; http://disneyworld.disney.go.com; 4510 N Fort Wilderness Trail, Lake Buena Vista; campsite $45-120, cabin $270-410; [image: ] [image: ]

Disney’s Wilderness Lodge

A lodgepole-pine lobby, fireplace and minigeysers welcome you at this imitation Arts and Crafts grand hotel. [image: ] 407-824-3200; http://disneyworld.disney.go.com; 901 Timberline Dr, Lake Buena Vista; r $240-495; [image: ]

Fawlty Towers

Retro motel rooms near the beach, including some kitchen suites; rates include free movie rentals and fitness-club access. [image: ] 321-784-3870; www.fawltytowersresort.com; 100 E Cocoa Beach Causeway, Cocoa Beach; r $75-120; [image: ] [image: ]

Hard Rock Hotel

Righteous rock-and-roll party pads and a gigantic white-sand pool complex for 20-somethings, but also fun, family-friendly themed suites. [image: ] 407-503-2000; www.universalorlando.com; 5800 Universal Blvd, Orlando; r $235-500; [image: ] [image: ]

Nickelodeon Suites Resort

Complete with character breakfasts, nightly TV-themed live shows, a backyard water park with slides and a kids’ spa. [image: ] 407-387-5437; www.nickhotel.com; 14500 Continental Gateway, Orlando; r $120-290; [image: ]

Omni Orlando Resort at ChampionsGate

Luxury multi-bedroom villas, perfect for families, plus a sprawling pool complex with a lazy river ride. [image: ] 407-390-6664; www.omnihotels.com; 1500 Masters Blvd, ChampionsGate; r $110-400; [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.mouseplanet.com

www.orlandoinfo.com
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TRIP 4    [image: ]

Overseas Highway to Key West




TIME

3 days

DISTANCE

150 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Dec – Apr

START

Key Largo, FL

END

Key West, FL







WHY GO Welcome to South Florida’s lotusland, where snowbird retirees, proudly self-proclaimed rednecks, Cuban and Bahamian immigrants and rum – lots of rum – make a potent mix. Add sugary white-sand beaches, protected coral reefs and wildlife habitat, endless plates of conch fritters and key lime pie – who can resist?





This sun-baked Caribbean archipelago called the Florida Keys is an escape from urban Miami. Here in the “Conch Republic,” the motto seems to be “do whatever the hell you want.” It’s equal parts tacky, trippy and tempting. Hang out for a while, and you may find yourself turning into a “Freshwater Conch” – a mainland transplant – right quick. Wherever and whenever the crazy spirit of these islands moves you, just pull off the highway for biker bars, seafood grills and blissful beaches.



Start in wild eastern Key Largo. Near the causeway toll bridge, kick up your heels at [image: ] Alabama Jack’s. It’s a quintessential Keys watering hole: a shack on a mangrove bay full of guys in sleeveless tees ready to get their fish on. On weekend afternoons, live country-and-western bands play. Drive west through sedate Crocodile Lake National Wildlife Refuge and join the Overseas Highway (Hwy 1), which streams for 127 miles all the way to Key West. [image: ] John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park is an ocean sanctuary with an aquarium, hiking and paddling trails, glass-bottomed catamaran tours, and snorkel and dive trips that let you glimpse the underwater beauty, as well as the odd Christ of the Deep, a sunken 4000lb bronze statue gifted by Italy. Back on dry land, [image: ] Mrs Mac’s Kitchen roadside diner exhibits hick flair: just look at those license plates hanging on the wall. Besides, you know it’s gonna be good when the seafood specials list is longer than the regular menu of good ol’ home cooking. For a unique sleep, climb aboard the floating [image: ] Key Largo Boatel.


[image: ]





When you reach Islamorada, you’ll finally feel like you’re in the islands. Here at last are unbroken horizons of sea and sky, one perfect shade of blue mirroring the other. The ramshackle waterfront building may not look like much, but you’ll be surprised how damn good the peel-and-eat shrimp and cracked conch are at the [image: ] Island Grill. Near mile marker 73.5, sandy [image: ] Anne’s Beach opens upon a sky-bright stretch of calm waters for splashing about beside a tunnel of hardwood hammock. Kids will love getting stuck in the tidal mud flats. Down the road, [image: ] Robbie’s Marina is a combo tourist shop, fishing marina and cruise-boat operator. From here, you can kayak over to the virgin tropical rain forest of Lignumvitae Key, tour Indian Key’s historical ruins or get happily buzzed on a party boat. Don’t forget to look in on the fearsome tarpon fish before you leave. If the sun is setting and your soul is aching for a romantic hideaway, [image: ] Casa Morada is a clean-lined modern boutique hotel by the water that’s sweet relief from all the Keys kitsch. If you’d rather pitch a tent, head for [image: ] Long Key State Park, where hiking and canoe trails circle a tidal lagoon and a wildlife observation tower.



The Middle Keys are anchored by Marathon. Take heart: you’re more than halfway to Key West by now. Stop and stretch your legs at [image: ] Crane Point, a nature center with walking trails through a hardwood hammock and wildlife exhibits for kids, including marine touch tanks. Detour south to pretty little [image: ] Sombrero Beach, a white-sand playground backed by palm trees where you can swim to your heart’s delight. Wet your whistle at the [image: ] Hurricane Bar & Grille, where the ambience is right for rednecks, mad fishers, flip-flop–wearing tourists and local bands. Marathon’s laid-back [image: ] Keys Fisheries Market & Marina is that rare thing in the islands: a nontouristy, unfussy and authentic seafood spot. Heading west, the endearing yet also wonderfully educational [image: ] Turtle Hospital is dedicated to helping injured sea turtles return to the wild.




[image: ]

“When is the best time to visit Key West? If you don’t want hot, come after mid-October. As for big events, Fantasy Fest is amazing and a lot of fun. If you don’t need to be here for the big parade, visit during the week before, when hotel rates are lower, but there are still events going on every day, like the Goombay Festival (www.goombay-keywest.org) in Bahama Village, where vendors sell food and all kinds of crafts.”

Schelby Betz, Key West







Take a deep breath because next up on the horizon is the gasp-worthy [image: ] Seven Mile Bridge. Florida is full of head-spinning causeways, but none longer than this beauty soaring over the Gulf of Mexico. (Never mind that it’s actually a bit shorter than 7 miles long.) Walk out onto the parallel [image: ] Old Seven Mile Bridge, a hurricane-battered railway and auto causeway no longer used except as the Keys’ longest fishing pier. Below the old bridge, about 2 miles from the mainland, [image: ] Pigeon Key is a National Historic District. Hop a ferry over to the island to amble around an early-20th-century railroad workers’ village built by real-estate tycoon Henry Flagler, or come just for the snorkeling and sun-splashed beach.



The Lower Keys are even more beautifully remote. Picturesque [image: ] Bahia Honda State Park has a heart-stopping white-sand beach, albeit sometimes strewn with seaweed. Drop by the park’s nature center, hike atop an old rail bridge or go snorkeling at Looe Key Reef. On Big Pine Key, [image: ] National Key Deer Refuge is a sanctuary for those endangered miniature white-tailed deer that you might see hopping around the flatlands, especially on [image: ] No Name Key. To really get away from it all, indulgent [image: ] Little Palm Island Resort & Spa is an exclusive private island where Caribbean idyll dreams really do come true. On Ramrod Key, down-home [image: ] Boondocks Grille & Draft House has a tiki bar, a karaoke machine, a minigolf course, charbroiled burgers and special treats for your four-legged canine companions. On Sugarloaf Key, take the side road near mile marker 17 next to the airport out to [image: ] Perky’s Bat Tower, where a 1920s real-estate developer’s dream went awry. To eliminate pesky mosquitoes from his planned vacation resort, Richter Perky built this 35ft-high tower and moved in a colony of bats, who promptly flew off, never to return. The mosquitoes stayed. Further west, stop at [image: ] Baby’s Coffee for fresh-roasted java and truly heavenly key lime pie.



Hurly-burly [image: ] Key West is where the Overseas Highway ends and the party really begins. Settle into the island’s laid-back lifestyle at the historic [image: ] Mermaid & the Alligator bed-and-breakfast or the [image: ] Orchid Key Inn, a design-savvy boutique hotel. Catch a Caribbean sunset at [image: ] Mallory Sq, then join the parade of freaks (honey, we mean that with love) bar hopping along Duval St. Stumble over to the venerable [image: ] Green Parrot, the oldest bar on an island crammed with drunken dives, where you can expect to hear blues bands howling through the clouds of cigarette smoke. With an understandably massive hangover the next day, chow down on deep-fried conch fritters at [image: ] B&O’s Fish Wagon as you perch on wooden stools and gaze slack-jawed at the mishmash of kitschy found art.




[image: ]

Think you’ve reached land’s end at Key West? You haven’t seen Dry Tortugas National Park (www.nps.gov/drto), a 2¼-hour ferry ride or 40-minute seaplane flight out into the Gulf of Mexico. This small cluster of coral reefs, named “The Turtles” by Spanish explorer Ponce de León, is a hot spot for diving, snorkeling, bird-watching, fishing and looking longingly out to sea from atop Fort Jefferson. Getting here isn’t cheap, but it’s worth it just for the unpeopled beaches.







So, what else is there to do in Key West besides eat, drink and be merry? Well, you can pay your respects to Florida’s [image: ] Southernmost Point (technically, a misnomer, but who’s really paying attention by now?) and the bizarre six-toed cats who rule the roost at the [image: ] Hemingway House, where “Papa” once lived and wrote – that is, when he wasn’t out fishing or drinking Cuba libres. For a more authentic slice of Keys culture, stroll through [image: ] Bahama Village, an artsy, colorful Caribbean neighborhood that’s only a bit tattered around the edges, or venture inside the [image: ] Museum of Art & History, inhabiting a grand 19th-century customs house.

Sara Benson

 






TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From Miami, it’s a 60-mile drive southwest to Key Largo partly via toll roads, taking over an hour.



DO

Bahia Honda State Park

Take a cool dip in the sea, rent kayaks or hop on a snorkel boat. [image: ] 305-872-2353; www.bahiahondapark.com; 36850 Overseas Hwy, Big Pine Key; per vehicle $8; [image: ] park 8am-sunset daily, nature center 9am-noon & 1-5pm Thu-Mon; [image: ]

Crane Point

Kids will love this ecofriendly nature center; don’t miss the historic Bahamian and Cracker houses. [image: ] 305-743-9100; www.cranepoint.net; 5550 Overseas Hwy, Marathon; adult/child $11/7; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, noon-5pm Sun; [image: ]

Hemingway House

Gorgeous Spanish-colonial home shows off antiques and the famous novelist’s memorabilia. [image: ] 305-294-1136; www.hemingwayhome.com; 907 Whitehead St, Key West; adult/child $12/6; [image: ] 9am-5pm

John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park

Get wet at the USA’s original underwater park. [image: ] 305-451-1202; www.pennekamppark.com; 102601 Hwy 1, Key Largo; per vehicle $8, 2½hr boat tour adult/child $24/17; [image: ] 8am-sunset; [image: ]

Museum of Art & History

It’s filled with folk art, Caribbean artifacts and videos about pirates and Papa Hemingway. [image: ] 305-295-6616; www.kwahs.com; 281 Front St, Key West; adult/child $10/5; [image: ] 9:30am-4:30pm

National Key Deer Refuge

Pick up information and maps and browse the displays at headquarters. [image: ] 305-872-2239; www.fws.gov/nationalkeydeer; Big Pine Key Plaza, 28950 Watson Blvd, Big Pine Key; admission free; [image: ] park 24hr daily, office 8am-4:30pm Mon-Fri; [image: ]

Pigeon Key

Island ferries depart four or five times daily; call for schedules and reservations. [image: ] 305-743-5999; www.pigeonkey.net; 1 Knights Key Blvd, Marathon; adult/child $11/8.50; [image: ] 10am-4pm; [image: ]

Robbie’s Marina

Reservations recommended for boat tours and snorkeling trips. [image: ] 305-664-9814, tickets 800-979-3370; www.robbies.com; 77522 Overseas Hwy, Islamorada; tours adult/child from $20/15; [image: ] hours vary; [image: ]

Turtle Hospital

Daily schedules for behind-the-scenes tours of this wildlife-rehabilitation facility vary (reservations advised). [image: ] 305-743-2552; www.turtlehospital.org; 2396 Overseas Hwy, Marathon; adult/child $15/7.50; [image: ] 9am-6pm; [image: ]



Eat & Drink

Alabama Jack’s

Waterfront biker bar has been dishing up homemade fare like crab cakes and fried grouper sandwiches since 1947. [image: ] 305-248-8741; www.alabamajacks.com; 58000 Card Sound Rd, Key Largo; mains $4-15; [image: ] 11am-7pm

Baby’s Coffee

“Dark & stormy” Cuban roasts, rich “Sexpresso” and top-shelf key-lime pie to go. [image: ] 305-744-9866; www.babyscoffee.com; MM 15.1, Overseas Hwy, Sugarloaf Key; items $3-6; [image: ] 6:30am-6pm Mon-Fri, 7am-5pm Sat, 8am-5pm Sun

Boondocks Grille & Draft House

Live entertainment almost nightly at the Keys’ biggest tiki hut. [image: ] 305-872-4094; www.boondocks.us.com; MM27.5 Overseas Hwy, Ramrod Key; mains $10-20; [image: ] 11am-1am; [image: ] [image: ]

B&O’s Fish Wagon

Roly-poly conch fritters, fried-fish sandwiches and bottles of Bud, ahoy. [image: ] 305-294-9272; www.bosfishwagon.com; 801 Caroline St, Key West; mains $5-18; [image: ] 11am-9pm; [image: ]

Green Parrot

At this rogues cantina, check out the Hieronymus Bosch–like painting over the urinals. [image: ] 305-294-6133; www.greenparrotbar.com; 601 Whitehead St, Key West; [image: ] 10am-4am Mon-Sat, noon-4am Sun

Hurricane Bar & Grille

Sassy staff will bring you bacon sliders and butt-kickin’ house cocktails. [image: ] 305-743-2220; www.thehurricanegrille.com; 4650 Overseas Hwy, Marathon; mains $8-19; [image: ] 11am-2am

Island Grill

Casual, contemporary Floribbean fare with breezy ocean views and lotsa live bands. [image: ] 305-664-8400; www.keysislandgrill.com; 85501 Overseas Hwy, Islamorada; mains $8-25; [image: ] 7am-10pm Sun-Thu, 7am-11pm Fri & Sat

Keys Fisheries Market & Marina

Famous for its lobster Reuben sandwiches, Cajun-fried fresh fish and colossal stone-crab claws (in season). [image: ] 305-743-4353; www.keysfisheries.com; 3502 Gulfview Ave, Marathon; mains $8-15; [image: ] 11am-9pm; [image: ]

Mrs Mac’s Kitchen

Serving honest-to-goodness Keys seafood and key-lime freezes inside a crowded, coral-pink house. [image: ] 305-451-3722; www.mrsmacskitchen.com; 99336 Overseas Hwy, Key Largo; mains $4-18; [image: ] 7am-9:30pm Mon-Sat; [image: ]



SLEEP

Casa Morada

Sea-view suites mix Mexican antiques with mod cons; complimentary breakfast and yoga classes. Kayaks and bicycles available for rent. [image: ] 305-664-0044; www.casamorada.com; 136 Madeira Rd, Islamorada; ste $249-659

Key Largo Boatel

Relaxing, yet slightly cramped and aging houseboats enjoy sun-soaked views over Largo Sound. [image: ] 305-766-0871; www.keylargohouseboat.com; 47 Shoreland Dr, Key Largo; r $75-200; [image: ]

Little Palm Island Resort & Spa

This romantic adults-only, all-suites hotel is only accessible by boat or seaplane. Skip the full meal plan or else you might burst. [image: ] 800-343-8567; www.littlepalmisland.com; 28500 Overseas Hwy, Little Torch Key; ste $600-1300

Long Key State Park

Come for picnicking, beachcombing, paddling, and tent and RV camping (reservations essential). [image: ] 305-664-4815; www.floridastateparks.org/longkey; 67400 Overseas Hwy, Long Key; per vehicle $5, campsite $36; [image: ] 8am-sunset; [image: ] [image: ]

Mermaid & the Alligator

Devour a full breakfast poolside at this breezy two-story Victorian mansion and cigar-maker’s Conch-style cottage. [image: ] 305-294-1894; www.kwmermaid.com; 729 Truman Ave, Key West; r $200-320

Orchid Key Inn

Tailored “tropical deco” rooms come with kitchenettes and luxurious extras like Egyptian-cotton robes and plasma TVs. [image: ] 305-296-9915; www.orchidkeyinn.com; 1004 Duval St, Key West; r $160-290; [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.fla-keys.com

www.floridakeys.org





 

Return to beginning of chapter

TRIP 5    [image: ]

Go Wild in the Everglades




TIME

2 – 3 days

DISTANCE

210 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Nov – Apr

START

Homestead, FL

END

Everglades City, FL







WHY GO Exchange the urban jungles of Miami for South Florida’s iconic ecosystem, the ’Glades. Wade into its vast “river of grass,” where alligators float through mangrove swamps, flocks of birds soar across flooded horizons and endangered manatees perform elegant underwater ballet in the bays.





Don’t you dare visit Miami without taking time for a day trip out to the Everglades. Starting just a little over an hour’s drive from South Beach, this ecological wonderland is the USA’s largest subtropical wilderness, flush with myriad endangered and rare species, from alien-looking “sea cows” (manatees), gnarly alligators and tawny panthers, to delicate orchid and water-nymph plants. Despite rampant overdevelopment and agricultural run-off that has shrunk and polluted the ’Glades since the early 1900s, unique biotic “islands of life” where wildlife still thrive have been restored, both inside and around Everglades National Park.



After enduring Miami metro traffic, stop off at the famous 1950s farm stand [image: ] Robert Is Here. Wander around the petting zoo while you sip a sweet key-lime-pie shake. On weekends, check out the antique cars and jive to live bands. The flat farmland becomes more wild and tangled, studded with pine and cypress trees, as you drive southwest toward [image: ] Everglades National Park. Duck inside the Ernest Coe Visitor Center for a quick, painless lesson about ’Glades ecology, including those all-important differences between gators and crocs.



From the park’s entrance station, it’s a 38-mile winding drive down to Florida Bay. Along the way, detour on the 0.8-mile Ahniga Trail, a popular boardwalk where you’re almost guaranteed to spot alligators and diverse bird life. Beyond the sunset-worthy Pa-hay-okee Overlook, the 0.5-mile Mahogany Hammock Trail is a more secluded boardwalk stroll through junglelike vegetation. Here just a few inches of elevation makes all the difference, creating a flood-resistant biodiverse island. At the end of the main park road in Flamingo, hop aboard a boat tour or rent a canoe or kayak for backcountry exploration at [image: ] Flamingo Marina. Since there’s no lodge here, you’ll need to bring along your own tent to pitch back at [image: ] Long Pine Key Campground.


[image: ]





Both Homestead and Florida City have run-of-the-mill motels, taquerías and seafood shacks, if you’d rather stay in town. Heading north, it’s a quick detour to [image: ] Black Point Marina. The park has beautiful bayside hiking trails (just ignore “Mt Trashmore” dump marring the background), but what everyone comes to see on weekends are inebriated owners trying to haul their boats into and out of the water. Catch the free show from the deck of the park’s bar and grill, where you can feast on conch fritters, lobster bisque and damn decent burgers.



Roughly where Little Havana’s Calle Ocho ends, the [image: ] Tamiami Trail begins. This modern highway cuts straight west through the ’Glades all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. At first, you’d be forgiven for thinking it’s nothing but a corridor of Old Florida kitsch, with gator farms, roadside seafood shacks and tribal-run casinos. Pass by the ecologically questionable airboat and swamp-buggy tour outfitters. Instead, take a tram safari through [image: ] Shark Valley, Everglades National Park’s northern outpost. Or rent a bike and cycle along the valley’s 15-mile paved, mostly flat loop trail, pausing to climb the panoramic observation tower. Shorter nature trails through hardwood forest and sawgrass slough start near Shark Valley’s visitors center.






[image: ]

“I always look forward to heading down to Flamingo and getting in a kayak. It’s only two hours from Miami city, but it’s a world away. It’s so soulful, and relaxed. If you paddle out into the bay, you’re often able to bump into something – whether a sting ray, a shark or a flock of wading birds. Very lucky visitors might see manatees, or if they really go out of their way, a flamingo.”

Greg Litten, Everglades National Park ranger





Further west along the Tamiami Trail (aka Hwy 41 here), pull off at [image: ] Big Cypress Gallery. In the tradition of Ansel Adams, gallery owner Clyde Butcher prints large-format black-and-white photography that elevates the ’Glades and South Florida’s swamps to a spiritual level. A little further down the highway is the Oasis Visitor Center for the swampy [image: ] Big Cypress National Preserve, home to scenic loop drives and challenging hikes along the Florida Scenic Trail. The latter can be flooded waist-deep during the rainy season (roughly, from May to October). You’ll find a handful of first-come, first-served primitive and developed campgrounds signposted off Hwy 41.



For fresh seafood (y’all are starvin’ by now, right?), keep trucking west to Ochopee, then turn south toward the tiny pit-stop of Everglades City. Pop open a cold beer at the raw bar overlooking the marina or grab a table inside the [image: ] Oyster House Restaurant for conch fritters, steamed shrimp and fried grouper. The place even has its own ’Glades observation tower. Further along, in the end-of-the-road fishing village of Chokoloskee, the [image: ] Smallwood Store, built on stilts by the water’s edge, is a time capsule of Old Florida. Once a Native American trading post, today this general store is a museum. Once you’ve come this far, you’re back inside Everglades National Park. Boat tours of the park’s [image: ] 10,000 Islands, which float temptingly just offshore, depart from back in Everglades City. You can rent canoes and kayaks or join a guided paddling tour at [image: ] Ivey House, an ecofriendly B&B owned by a ’Glades naturalist.

Sara Benson

 






TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Homestead is a 40-mile drive southwest of the metro Miami area, mostly via toll roads.



DO

Big Cypress Gallery

Make reservations for Clyde’s private swamp walks in mid-February. [image: ] 239-695-2428; www.clydebutcher.com; 52388 Tamiami Trail, Ochopee; admission free; [image: ] 10am-5pm

Big Cypress National Preserve

Swamps and forests are home to adventurous hiking trails, scenic drives and roadside campgrounds. [image: ] 239-695-1201; www.nps.gov/bicy; 33100 Tamiami Trail, Ochopee; admission free; [image: ] 24hr, visitors center 9am-4:30pm; [image: ]

Everglades National Park

About 1.5 million acres of wilderness open for wildlife watching, hiking, boating and fishing. [image: ] 305-242-7700; www.nps.gov/ever; 40001 SR-9336, Homestead; per vehicle $10; [image: ] 24hr, visitor center 9am-5pm; [image: ]

Flamingo Marina

Boat tours typically depart daily, weather permitting; reservations recommended, especially in winter. [image: ] 239-695-3101; Everglades National Park; 90min boat tours adult/child $27/13; [image: ] hours vary; [image: ]

Shark Valley

Park concessionaire runs narrated tram tours and rents bicycles. [image: ] 305-221-8455; www.sharkvalleytramtours.com; Tamiami Trail; 2hr tours adult/child $18/11, bicycle rental per hr $8; [image: ] daily tour schedules vary; [image: ]

Smallwood Store

Yesteryear trading post and general store now operates as a small historical museum. [image: ] 239-695-2989; www.florida-everglades.com/chokol; Chokoloksee; admission free; [image: ] 10am-5pm daily Dec-Apr, 10am-4pm Fri-Tue May-Nov; [image: ]



EAT

Black Point Marina

At the bar-and-grill, stick with seafood classics and cold beer; bring mosquito repellant. [image: ] 305-258-3918; www.miamidade.gov/parks; 24775 SW 87th Ave, Cutler Bay; mains $8-20; [image: ] 11am-10pm; [image: ]

Oyster House Restaurant

Serves hush puppies in every seafood basket and stone-crab claws in season. [image: ] 239-695-2073; www.oysterhouserestaurant.com; Chokoloksee Causeway, Hwy 29 S, Everglades City; mains $5-23; [image: ] 11am-9pm Sun-Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat; [image: ]

Robert Is Here

An unmissable family-run fruit stand vending fresh produce, ice-cream shakes and alligator jerky. [image: ] 305-246-1592; www.robertishere.com; 19200 SW 344th St, Homestead; shakes $5; [image: ] 8am-7pm Nov-Aug; [image: ] [image: ]



SLEEP

Ivey House

Beautifully renovated 1920s lodge with Old Florida atmosphere offers spick-and-span rooms and a hideaway cottage. [image: ] 239-695-3299; www.iveyhouse.com; 107 Camellia St, Everglades City; r $70-145; [image: ]

Long Pine Key Campground

First-come, first-served campground with tidy drive-in tent and RV sites. [image: ] 305-242-7700; www.nps.gov/ever; 6 miles west of Ernest Coe Visitor Center, Everglades National Park; campsite $16; [image: ] [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.evergladestrail.org

www.florida-everglades.com
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TRIP 6    [image: ]

High Life Down on the Gulf Coast




TIME

3 – 4 days

DISTANCE

350 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Oct – Apr

START

Tampa, FL

END

Naples, FL







WHY GO It’s all about the sybaritic lifestyle on Florida’s other coast, from rolling your own cigars in Tampa’s Ybor City to lazing around ritzy beach towns like Naples to finding Jimmy Buffet’s cheeseburger in paradise. If you’re lucky, you might find your own private island hideaway, too.





This is the flip side of Florida. Like a gorgeous half-sister to the Atlantic Coast, the state’s western Gulf Coast (ie not the Panhandle) is the stuff of tropical dreams: pearly sands dipped into turquoise seas, fiery red sunsets and more than 100 barrier islands just waiting for you to get your feet wet. Whether you hang out in bohemian beach towns, or mix with the rich and famous in exclusive seaside resorts, you can’t fail to uncover the good life here.



Set beside a mesmerizingly blue bay, Tampa is a metro hub. But it has small-town roots – just amble through [image: ] Ybor City. Along the cobblestone streets of this reborn 19th-century Spanish and Cuban historic district are chic nightlife and eateries. But the best reason to come is to learn how to roll cigars at the [image: ] Gonzalez y Martinez Cigar Company. It’s next door to the beautifully ornate 1920s Columbia Restaurant building, a local landmark. Other historic cigar factories and storefronts along 7th Ave, which also sell mostly Honduran and Dominican blends (fie upon that Cuban import ban!), let you watch cigar-rolling masters at work. Cuban restaurants are a dime a dozen around here, but partyin’ crowds favor [image: ] Mema’s Alaskan Tacos. Afterward, hit the bars (include the city’s first microbrewery) inside the double-decker [image: ] Centro Ybor, which gets even livelier on the first Saturday evening of every month during Artwalk events at local galleries, artists’ studios and fine-arts performance spaces.


[image: ]





Speaking of art, downtown St Petersburg, with its historical waterfront district facing Tampa Bay, claims two top-notch art museums. At the [image: ] Salvador Dalí Museum, you’ll find the largest collection of this surrealist master’s paintings outside Spain. Not far away, the globe-spanning [image: ] Museum of Fine Arts exhibits everything from Greco-Roman antiquities and modern American paintings to contemporary photography and risk-taking installation art. Feel like a million bucks yourself at the [image: ] Vinoy Renaissance, a national historic hotel and the choice of celebrities, socialites and politicians since the Jazz Age. This showplace is at the southern edge of the charming [image: ] Coffee Pot Bayou neighborhood, known for its Mediterranean revival–style homes.



You won’t really feel like you’re living the high life until you hit the beach. First make a quick detour and fearlessly elbow the crowds aside at [image: ] Ted Peters Famous Smoked Fish for down-home seafood delights, best munched atop salty crackers. Then sail across the causeway over to the funky seaside town of [image: ] St Petersburg Beach, the start of a seductive strand of barrier beaches stretching north for over 30 miles. Its southernmost point is [image: ] Fort De Soto Park, a tranquil stretch of soft white sand with a perfectly swimmable shoreline, plus cycling and canoe trails. Then slowly drive north along the gulf, passing kitschy old motor hotels, beach bars, fishing marinas and seafood shacks, all the way to escapist [image: ] Honeymoon Island, which starred in a 1940s Life magazine contest for newlyweds. Today this state-park gem is a magnet for swimming, bird-watching, surfing and kayaking. For even more unspoiled natural beaches, hop a ferry over to [image: ] Caladesi Island.






HELLO, SUNSHINE!

Wave goodbye to Tampa as you soar over the epic Sunshine Skyway Bridge. It measures an astounding 5.5 miles long and rises over 430ft above the bay at its highest point. As the world’s longest cable-stayed concrete bridge, it’s a dizzying sight, especially at twilight. It’s not Florida’s longest bridge, however; that honor goes to the Keys’ Seven Mile Bridge (actually just 6.79 miles long, but who’s counting?).





Cruise south along I-275 toward Sarasota, an affluent beach resort. In the Roaring Twenties, its fame soared after John Ringling made Sarasota the winter home for his traveling circus. The Ringlings were also great patrons of the arts and avid collectors. Be wowed by the family’s priceless acquisitions and tour their Cà d’Zan mansion at the [image: ] Ringling Museum Complex, north of downtown. Don’t overlook the tiny circus-history museum, with its calliopes, sequined costumes and vintage posters. Just offshore, Sarasota’s barrier islands are beatific bayside escapes, tempting with their powdery white sands. Cross the bay to Longboat Key, where locals swear by the stiff drinks and fresh catch at the marina’s [image: ] Moore’s Stone Crab Restaurant. Further south, lazy-daisy [image: ] Siesta Key has a low-key, alternative vibe. Show up on Sunday around sunset to join the drum circle or just toast the end of another beautiful day at the beach with chilled margaritas. Groove midway down the key to bed down at the [image: ] Tropical Shores Beach Resort, only a short walk from the sands. Just south of Sarasota, [image: ] Venice has another blessedly long, sun-kissed stretch of sand, surf enough to bump a boogie board on, and a fishing pier with killer sunset views and a tiki bar.



Keep going with the lifestyles-of-the-rich-and-famous theme at Fort Myers’ [image: ] Edison & Ford Winter Estates. Inspect inventor Thomas Edison’s botanical laboratory, which is still chock-full of gizmos as if he’d just stepped away to refill his coffee pot, and stroll around the bountiful gardens that provided scientific research fodder. Edison’s one-time business partner, the auto maker Henry Ford, moved in next door in 1916, and you can tour both of these self-made men’s homes today. A 30-minute drive southwest, [image: ] Fort Myers Beach is one of the Gulf Coast’s rowdiest, most redneck beach towns. It’s worth the drive out to solitary [image: ] Lovers Key State Park for peaceful swimming, paddling, hiking or bird-watching. Sunsets over the gulf are phenomenal there. At the beach’s Fish Tail Marina, [image: ] Fish House Restaurant is where you’ll often see boat captains chowing down on the killer grouper sandwiches outside with cold beers in hand. The beach’s main drag, Estero Blvd, is chock-a-block with cookie-cutter condo hotels and retro motels. The dazzlingly white [image: ] Best Western Beach Resort stands out, not just for its soothingly clean-lined, contemporary rooms but also its sparkling swimming pool fronting the gulf. Budget-savers take refuge at the family-run [image: ] Sun Deck Inn & Suites – just look for the hand-crafted miniature lighthouses out front.



South of Fort Myers, paradisiacal [image: ] Sanibel & Captiva Islands are a perfect hideaway for reclusive millionaires, but also give the hoi polloi a chance to comb the beaches for souvenir seashells (learn everything you need to know at the [image: ] Bailey-Matthews Shell Museum). Dig in at one of the islands’ chic seafood eateries along the main road, or fuel up for a day of exploration at the country-kitsch [image: ] Over Easy Café. Many visitors rent bicycles to scoot around the islands, or even just to cycle the 5-mile scenic loop through [image: ] JN “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge, past fishing holes, canoe trails and hiking paths. Expect to spot alligators and abundant bird life here, especially during winter on the tidal mud flats. Back in Old Town Sanibel, the modest, neat-as-a-pin [image: ] Tarpon Tale Inn is just a short walk from bayside beaches.




[image: ]

Among Florida’s largest undeveloped barrier islands, Cayo Costa State Park (www.floridastateparks.org/cayocosta) is a do-it-yourself adventure. It’s worth bringing your own everything just to experience the crystal-clear waters, shady palms and gumbo-limbo hammocks. Just south is Cabbage Key (www.cabbagekey.com), where Jimmy Buffet found his cheeseburger in paradise, and Ernest Hemingway once slept in these 1930s wooden cottages. The only way to reach the islands is by boat, with departures from Bolkeelia or Pineland, about a 45-minute drive from downtown Fort Myers.







Wind up your high-life tour down in romantic [image: ] Naples, where ornate houses with manicured gardens have peek-a-boo views of the gulf. The white-sand beaches are lovely and less crowded here. For culture vultures, the [image: ] Philharmonic Center for the Arts supports a forward-thinking art museum. Downtown in Old Naples, swanky 5th Ave is awash in citrus-colored storefront boutiques, Italianate cafés and the Old World–style [image: ] Inn on Fifth. Closer to the pier, [image: ] Campiello is the solution to a foodie’s dilemma: will it be seafood or Italian tonight? (Answer: both.)

Sara Benson

 






TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

Tampa is an 85-mile drive southwest of Orlando via I-4, taking about 1½ hours without traffic.



DO

Bailey-Matthews Shell Museum

Explore the wide world of mollusks, from rare fossils to South Florida’s colorful native species. [image: ] 239-395-2233; http://shellmuseum.org; 3075 Sanibel-Captiva Rd, Sanibel; adult/child $7/4; [image: ] 10am-5pm; [image: ]

Caladesi Island

White-sand beaches, wildlife watching, bayside kayak trails and a snack bar. [image: ] 727-734-5918, ferry info 727-734-1501; www.floridastateparks.org/caladesi; 1 Causeway Blvd, Dunedin; round-trip adult/child $10/6; [image: ] ferry departures hourly 10am-3pm; [image: ]

Edison & Ford Winter Estates

Tour two gracious homes and botanical gardens, and peek into the inventor’s lab. [image: ] 239-334-7419; www.efwefla.org; 2350 McGregor Blvd, Fort Myers; adult/child $20/11; [image: ] 9am-5:30pm

Fort De Soto Park

For family-friendly swimming beaches, hiking and paddling nature trails and a historic fort. [image: ] 727-893-9185; www.pinellascounty.org.park; 35000 Pinellas Bayway S, Tierra Verde; admission free; [image: ] 8am-sunset; [image: ] [image: ]

Gonzalez y Martinez Cigar Company

Cuban-American family of cigar makers has been rollin’ ’em by hand since the late 19th century. [image: ] 813-247-2469; 2025 E 7th Ave, Ybor City; admission free; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat

Honeymoon Island

Climb the nature center’s observation deck and kayak through Pelican Cove. [image: ] 727-469-5942; www.floridastateparks.org/honeymoonisland; 1 Causeway Blvd, Dunedin; per vehicle $8; [image: ] 8am-sunset; [image: ] [image: ]

JN “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge

It’s free to visit the refuge’s educational center, which keeps shorter hours. [image: ] 239-472-1100; www.fws.gov/dingdarling; MM2, Sanibel-Captiva Rd, Sanibel; per vehicle/cyclist $5/1; [image: ] wildlife drive 7am-½hr before sunset, closed Fri; [image: ] [image: ]

Lovers Key State Park

Sweet relief from spring-break party central; bicycle, canoe and kayak rentals available. [image: ] 239-463-4588; www.floridastateparks.org/loverskey; 8700 Estero Blvd, Fort Myers Beach; per vehicle $8; [image: ] 8am-sunset; [image: ] [image: ]

Museum of Fine Arts

Startling broad collection pulls together everything from European masterworks to pre-Columbian artifacts. [image: ] 727-896-2667; www.fine-arts.org; 225 Beach Dr NE, St Petersburg; adult/child $14/8; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 1-5pm Sun; [image: ]

Philharmonic Center for the Arts

Modern-art masters and thought-provoking rotating exhibitions of contemporary works, as well as orchestral performances. [image: ] 239-597-1900; www.thephil.org; 5833 Pelican Bay Blvd, Naples; adult/child $8/4; [image: ] 10am-4pm Tue-Sat, noon-4pm Sun

Ringling Museum Complex

Explore the circus baron’s Gilded Age mansion, art collections and secret gardens. [image: ] 941-359-5700; www.ringling.org; 5401 Bay Shore Rd, Sarasota; adult/child $25/10; [image: ] 10am-5pm Thu-Tue, 10am-8pm Wed

Salvador Dalí Museum

An impressive collection covers the mad-genius artist’s entire range. [image: ] 727-823-3767; www.salvadordalimuseum.org; 1000 3rd St S, St Petersburg; adult/student/child $17/12/4; [image: ] 10am-5:30pm Mon-Wed, Fri & Sat, 10am-8pm Thu, noon-5:30pm Sun; [image: ]



EAT & DRINK

Campiello

Posh wine list complements the Floridian seafood and seasonal Italian cooking; reservations recommended. [image: ] 239-435-1166; www.campiello.damico.com; 1177 3rd St S, Naples; mains $23-34; [image: ] 11:30am-3pm & 5-10pm

Fish House Restaurant

Savor the waterfront views, hot crab dip, hush puppies and frozen rum runners. [image: ] 239-765-6766; 7200 Estero Blvd, Fort Myers Beach; mains $10-30; [image: ] 11am-10pm; [image: ]

Mema’s Alaskan Tacos

Fish, gator, red-meat and veggie tacos, plus homemade tamales and dozens of microbrews. [image: ] 813-242-8226; http://memasalaskantacos.com; 1724 E 8th Ave, Ybor City; items $3-8; [image: ] 11am-1am Sun-Wed, 11am-3am Thu-Sat; [image: ]

Moore’s Stone Crab Restaurant

Only come for the stone crabs in season (October to March). [image: ] 941-383-1748; www.stonecrabstoyourdoor.com; 800 Broadway St, Longboat Key; mains $12-25; [image: ] 11:30am-9:30pm, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

Over Easy Café

Omelettes and eggs Benedict all kinds of ways (breakfast served until 2:30pm daily), fresh salads and grilled sandwiches, and blue-plate dinner specials. [image: ] 239-472-2625; www.overeasycafesanibel.com; 730 Tarpon Rd, Sanibel; mains $6-18; [image: ] 7am-8pm; [image: ] [image: ]

Ted Peters Famous Smoked Fish

Local dive is always jam-packed for its smoked-fish spread and salmon dinners; cash only. [image: ] 727-381-7931; 1350 Pasadena Ave S, South Pasadena; mains $6-19; [image: ] 11:30am-7:30pm Wed-Mon



SLEEP

Best Western Beach Resort

Low-slung beauty, just steps from beach bars and seafood restaurants, almost makes you forget it’s a chain. [image: ] 239-463-6000; www.bestwestern.com; 684 Estero Blvd, Fort Myers Beach; r $145-210; [image: ] [image: ]

Inn on Fifth

Cocoon inside this classy Mediterranean-inspired boutique hotel with plush amenities, all right downtown. [image: ] 239-403-8777; www.innonfifth.com; 699 5th Ave S, Naples; r $150-220

Sun Deck Inn & Suites

Amiable hosts rent nothing-fancy but still comfy apartment studios and suites. [image: ] 239-463-1842; www.sundeckresort.com; 1051 3rd St, Fort Myers Beach; r $85-160; [image: ]

Tarpon Tale Inn

Cute cluster of contemporary cottage bungalow studios and suites on the island’s east end. [image: ] 239-472-0939; www.tarpontale.com; 367 Periwinkle Way, Sanibel; r $100-255; [image: ]

Tropical Shores Beach Resort

Beachy at-home contemporary studios and suites; some have kitchens and shared sundecks. [image: ] 941-349-3330; www.tropicalshores.com; 6717 Sara Sea Circle, Siesta Key; r $100-220; [image: ] [image: ]

Vinoy Renaissance

Candy-pink waterfront palace that’s ineffably posh offers beach-chic bay-view rooms and a gigantic outdoor pool. [image: ] 727-894-1000; www.marriott.com; 501 5th Ave NE, Tampa; r $200-500; [image: ]



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.fortmyers-sanibel.com

www.visittampabay.com
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TRIP 7    [image: ]

Freaky Florida




TIME

5 days

DISTANCE

750 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Year-Round

START

St Augustine, FL

END

Key West, FL







WHY GO Florida overflows with wacky, oddball roadside Americana. Take a wild ride along the Atlantic Coast; detour inland to hunt ghosts, gators and even mermaids; and experience kooky, end-of-the-world Key West. Then you’ll get a taste of what the Sunshine State offers lovers of the bizarre and the strange.





Alligator wrestling, mermaids and coral castles: Florida has so much weirdness, it’s hard to know where to begin. So, let’s take it from the top – of the state, that is.



Perched on the northern Atlantic Coast, the city of St Augustine is the oldest occupied European settlement in North America. Ransacked by pirates, its old colonial village is allegedly rife with ghosts, especially after dark, or so say fans of the paranormal. By day, entertain equally fanciful stories at the [image: ] Fountain of Youth. In 1513, Spanish explorer Ponce de León supposedly drank from this natural spring revered by Timucuan tribespeople. The Spaniard lived to a ripe old age, and so the apocryphal legend was born. Go on, take a drink – test out the magical theory for yourself.



From Daytona Beach, then let the road signs (or the spirits) guide you inland along county back roads to [image: ] Cassadaga Spiritualist Camp, founded in the 1890s, when a global fever for spiritualism peaked. Today 40-odd mediums work to help visitors communicate with beings on a higher plane, including departed loved ones; half-hour readings cost at least $40. If you dare, take a walk around spooky, mist-laden Spirit Lake afterward, then check out the 1920s [image: ] Cassadaga Hotel, assuredly haunted by “friendly” ghosts.


[image: ]





Get ready for Orlando, home to more freaky kitsch than you can throw a pair of Mickey Mouse ears at. But even before Walt Disney built his Magic Kingdom, there was [image: ] Gatorland. Trumpeting itself as the “Alligator Capital of the World,” this old-fashioned 1940s theme park stages amusing shows like “Gator Jumparoo” and the always popular human-versus-alligator wrestling matches. Snap a photo of yourself standing fearlessly inside the giant-sized gator jaws by the entrance. Meander west over to the Gulf Coast to [image: ] Weeki Wachee Springs State Park. Since the 1950s, vacationing families and celebrities alike have been hypnotized by the underwater mermaid shows, viewed from a submerged theater built by an ex-Navy frogman. Today, both sexes perform in the park’s hokey submarine revues, which actually require quite a lot of stamina and determination, as the mermaids and mermen don’t get to wear scuba gear.



From Orlando, it’s a long haul south to Miami. But you’ll know it’s worth it when you roll into [image: ] Miami Beach, simultaneously the city’s most glamorous and yet hang-loose bohemian neighborhood. Watching the constant parade of supermodels, bodybuilders, freaks and weirdoes on South Beach (SoBe) is entertainment enough, but you can always step inside the [image: ] World Erotic Art Museum for some more, um, stimulation. The artworks and artifacts arc from classical to contemporary, but overall it’s more giggle-inducing than titillating. Admit it: you want to see that giant golden phallus, right?



Out on Miami’s Virginia Key, far from the neon-lit nightclubs of SoBe, [image: ] Jimbo’s is the kind of redneck watering hole you’d expect to find in the Panhandle. Originally built as a movie set, it has starred in movies and on TV in everything from Ace Ventura to CSI Miami, and even on a Mariah Carey album cover. This Old Florida haunt sells delish smoked fish and cold beers, and its bocce-ball court gets pretty packed on weekends. Further from the city near the Everglades, Homestead’s [image: ] Coral Castle is one man’s kitschy do-it-yourself testament to lost love. While it might not exactly be the “American Stonehenge,” it’s still mighty impressive: Latvian immigrant Ed Leedskalnin dug up over 2.2 million tons of coral rock to build this mock castle. Its engineering was once a bit of mystery, especially since the broken-hearted Romeo worked secretively at night without using any mortar.






[image: ]

Beyond the “Redneck Riviera” of Florida’s far-out Panhandle, the Interstate Mullet Toss is a quirky tradition. In late April, contestants gather at the Flor-Bama Lounge & Package liquor store (www.florbama.com) to see who can toss a mullet (that is, a dead fish, not the ponytail haircut) furthest across the state line into Alabama. It’s about a seven-hour round-trip from St Augustine.





Hop on the Overseas Highway down and out to the Florida Keys. It’s where everyone too crazy for the mainland winds up: Harley bikers, sun-addled fishermen and scandalously ill-clad grannies crowd the roadhouses all along the highway, which passes over freakishly long causeways. In Key Largo, sleeping under the sea is not just for the fishes anymore. Originally designed as an underwater marine laboratory, [image: ] Jules’ Underseas Lodge offers the Keys’ most unique accommodations, where you can slumber five fathoms down and dig into dinner prepped by a “mer-chef.” Keep going to the end of the highway in [image: ] Key West, aka the “Conch Republic.” Once a hotbed for pirates and smugglers, today the island keeps the raucous celebration of outlandishness going strong nightly on Duval St and for Halloween’s riotous Fantasy Fest. Wander around the kooky [image: ] Key West Cemetery, filled with unusual epitaphs like “I told you I was sick.” Maybe you’ve heard of the freakish six-toed cats at the Hemingway House? Yes, they’re definitely odd, but touring the gardens of Papa Hemingway’s first house in Key West, [image: ] Casa Antigua, offers even more for kitsch lovers. Trust us: you’ll bust a gut laughing.

Sara Benson

 






TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From Jacksonville, take I-95 south, then Hwy 16 east toward the coast; it’s a 40-mile trip to St Augustine.



DO

Casa Antigua

Pay for your self-guided garden tour inside the Pelican Poop Shoppe. [image: ] 305-296-3887; www.pelicanpoopshoppe.com; 314 Simonton St, Key West; admission $2; [image: ] 10am-5pm

Cassadaga Spiritualist Camp

Get oriented and ask about guided tours (including orb photography) at the bookstore information center. [image: ] 386-228-2880; www.cassadaga.org; 1112 Stevens St, Cassadaga; tours $15-25; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 11:30am-5pm Sun

Coral Castle

Marvel at a jilted lover’s obsessive monument to his sweet Agnes. [image: ] 305-248-6345; www.coralcastle.com; 28655 S Dixie Hwy, Homestead; adult/child $10/5; [image: ] 8am-6pm Sun-Thu, to 8pm Fri & Sat

Fountain of Youth

Ticky-tacky tourist attraction built upon an actual archaeological site visited by Native Americans and Spanish colonists. [image: ] 800-356-8222; www.fountainofyouthflorida.com; 11 Magnolia Avenue, St Augustine; adult/child $8/5; [image: ] 9am-5pm

Gatorland

PETA would not approve of the crazy animal antics here. [image: ] 800-393-5297; www.gatorland.com; 14501 S Orange Blossom Trail, Orlando; adult/child $23/15; [image: ] 9am-5pm; [image: ]

Key West Cemetery

Pick up a free self-guiding map or make walking-tour reservations in advance. [image: ] 305-292-8177, tours 305-292-6718; www.keywestcity.com; 701 Passover Lane, Key West; admission free, tours $10; [image: ] 7am-6pm

Weeki Wachee Springs State Park

Call ahead for show times at this retro aquatic theme park. [image: ] 352-592-5656; http://weekiwachee.com; 6131 Commercial Way, Spring Hill; adult/child $13/5; [image: ] 10am-4pm, with seasonal variations; [image: ]

World Erotic Art Museum

One old woman’s eccentric collection of all things sexual and sensual. [image: ] 866-969-9326; www.weam.com; 1205 Washington Ave, Miami Beach; admission $15; [image: ] 11am-10pm Mon, Wed & Thu, to midnight Fri-Sun



EAT & SLEEP

Cassadaga Hotel

Like your great-aunt’s house, complete with doilies and creaky stairs. Inexpensive vittles are found at the Lost in Time Café. [image: ] 386-228-2323; www.cassadagahotel.net; 355 Cassadaga Rd, Cassadaga; r $55-155; [image: ] hours vary

Jimbo’s

Hang out at the riverside shacks and reminisce about Florida’s good ol’ days. [image: ] 305-361-7026; www.jimbosplace.com; Duck Lake Rd, Virginia Key; admission $5 (may be refundable); [image: ] hours vary

Jules’ Underseas Lodge

Certified divers can skip training ($150). [image: ] 305-451-2353; www.jul.com; 51 Shoreland Dr, Key Largo; r per person $475; [image: ]



Useful Websites

http://unx3.tripod.com/strange.html

www.roadsideamerica.com
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TRIP 8    [image: ]

North Florida Backwaters & Byways




TIME

6 – 7 days

DISTANCE

650 miles

BEST TIME TO GO

Apr – Nov

START

Fort George Island, FL

END

Pensacola, FL







WHY GO To find genuine “Old Florida” haunts these days, you’ll have to traverse back roads through the state’s northernmost reaches, from the Atlantic Coast all the way west along the skinny Panhandle. Centuries-old Spanish forts, colonial plantations, hoary lighthouses, forgotten fishing villages, blues clubs and barbecue and seafood shacks await.





Maybe it’s something in the aquifer, but all Floridians, even those who arrived here just yesterday, are afflicted with a sentimental yearning for “Old Florida” – meaning, what life used to be like here 50, 100 or even 300 years ago. Folks often mourn disappearing Deep South towns dripping in Spanish moss; ramshackle fishing villages rife with raw oyster bars and creaky piers; and Cracker-style houses where you can sip long, cool, sweet tea on the veranda. To experience Old Florida for yourself, just let your inner serendipity loose to follow forgotten coastal roads and dusty country lanes. Don’t rush it, honey.



Start tripping back in time at [image: ] Fort George Island Cultural State Park, where Native Americans first set foot over 7000 years ago. Now part of Timucuan Preserve, these swampy wetlands feel ancient. Almost swallowed up by wild trees, the dirt-road Saturiwa Trail circles the island. Pick up a self-guided driving tour map and CD at the 1928 Ribault Club, a Gatsby-esque testament to the Jazz Age. Further along the trail, [image: ] Kingsley Plantation preserves another side of Florida’s past: its slaveholding days. Here you’ll find Florida’s oldest standing plantation house, once owned by Zephaniah Kingsley and his wife, Anna, herself a freed slave. North on Amelia Island, eight different sovereign flags have flown throughout history. A wealthy retreat during the Victorian era, the island’s Fernandina Beach later became a shrimping port. In its quaint walkable downtown, [image: ] España stands out for seafood, Spanish tapas-style or heaped in steaming plates of paella. Nearby, [image: ] The Addison B&B inhabits a Victorian-era merchant’s house.


[image: ]





In the morning, take Hwy A1A south and board the historic St John’s River Ferry to continue south to Jacksonville Beach and beyond. Before arriving in St Augustine, stop off Hwy A1A at [image: ] Cap’s on the Water seafood restaurant and oyster bar, built atop a 1940s Old Floridian fishing camp. The heart of St Augustine proper is its inland [image: ] Old Town, where narrow cobblestone laneways abound with touristy shops and restaurants. But at the authentic [image: ] Colonial Spanish Quarter Museum, living-history guides bring the 18th century to life, including at a bawdy tavern. Beside the monumental Old City Gate, [image: ] Castillo de San Marcos National Monument has been standing guard since 1695, and re-enactors may fire the fort’s resounding cannons for you. Just further north in St Augustine’s antiques district, [image: ] Our House B&B is a tranquil escape.



Now it’s time to kiss the ocean goodbye. Follow Hwys 207, 20 and 200 inland, then veer off onto lyrical County Rd 235, which winds around to lakeside [image: ] Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Historic State Park. The Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist’s 1930s Cracker-style home and farm has been beautifully restored, nestled among citrus groves and woodlands. After taking a tour, keep driving to sleepy [image: ] Micanopy, once a Native American trading post. Florida’s oldest inland settlement charms with its antiques shops and cafés. [image: ] Mosswood Farm Store lets you drink organic coffee in rocking chairs on a shady front porch and munch on fresh-baked goodies while you listen to fast-pickin’ bluegrass music. Ah, bliss.



Not far away, the university town of Gainesville comes alive after dark, especially in its downtown bars and live-music venues. Fuel up at [image: ] Chunky T’s BBQ, famous for its mustardy special sauce. After all, what could be more Old Florida than smoked brisket or ribs? For an atmospheric night’s sleep, [image: ] Magnolia Plantation B&B is a short walk from the downtown hubbub. The next day, it’s a long haul to Tallahassee. En route, get off the interstate for [image: ] Stephen Foster Folk Culture Center State Park. Named after the composer who immortalized Florida’s Suwannee River, this nature center offers canoe and hiking trails, along with demonstrations of traditional crafts like quilting and stained-glass making. Act like you’re not startled when the 97-bell carillon tower rings.




WHO Y’ALL CALLIN’ A CRACKER?

Across the US, the word “cracker” is usually pejorative slang for white people. The term is thought to have derived from how slave drivers would crack their whips. But in Florida, the term “cracker” is often used with pride by those who have lived here for generations. Historically speaking, a Florida cracker refers to an American colonial settler who arrived here after the Spanish ceded control to the British in 1763.







Closer to Atlanta than Miami, Florida’s capital is far more Southern, culturally speaking, than most of the state it administrates. Downtown the 1845 [image: ] Tallahassee Historic Capitol is fetchingly draped by candy-striped awnings and topped by a glass dome. (It’s grander than the dull modern high-rise that replaced it.) Get a quick civics lesson inside, then feel like a power broker yourself when checking into the dignified [image: ] Governor’s Inn. North of downtown, eclectic [image: ] Kool Beanz Café is a neighborhood institution beloved for its seasonally inspired Southern cooking. Rising on a hillside, the city’s [image: ] Mission San Luis digs deep into colonial Floridian history, with living-history exhibits about the Spanish and American mission periods, including how colonization impacted the lives of the Apalachee tribespeople. After dark, follow rural back roads north of I-10 to [image: ] Bradfordville Blues Club, where the beers are ice cold, and the bonfire and the live acts are cracklin’ hot. Tap your feet as famous bluesmen and women play their hearts and souls out.



South of Tallahassee sprawls the “Forgotten Coast,” where laid-back fishing villages and sugar-white beaches kiss the Gulf of Mexico. From Eastpoint, duck over the 4-mile-long causeway to St George Island. Originally dating from 1852, the [image: ] St George Lighthouse dramatically toppled over in 2005 but since has been faithfully rebuilt. Back on the mainland, [image: ] Apalachicola harbors several historic 19th- and 20th-century buildings, all stationed along a self-guided historical walking tour whose stops include Southern mansions, a former general store and an old-fashioned ships’ chandlery. Downtown, don’t miss the classic Old Florida images exhibited at Richard Beckel’s photography gallery. Raw bars serving oysters from the rich beds of Apalachicola Bay are everywhere, but foodies flock to [image: ] Tamara’s Café Floridita for fresh seafood with a Latin twist. Outdoor tables are perched on a busy corner, perfect for people-watching. After you’ve had your fill, keep driving west, following coastal highways that move as slowly as molasses pours. Take a breather in almost too picturesque [image: ] Seaside. This planned community, a 1980s laboratory for New Urbanism, may feel strangely like a movie set. That’s because it was – remember The Truman Show? Airstream trailers parked by the all-American town square sell everything from fresh-juice smoothies to grilled kabobs for picnicking at the beach.




[image: ]

Jutting into the Gulf of Mexico, windswept Cedar Key (www.cedarkey.org) is a charmingly unpretentious ensemble of ramshackle buildings, fishing boats and bird-inhabited bayous. Known for its clam farming, this historical island accesses a national wildlife refuge where manatees swim. Hire boats for pleasure cruises at the harbor, or rent a kayak for estuary exploration. The island’s annual seafood festival happens in October. Cedar Key is a 60-mile drive southwest of Gainesville via Hwy 24.







At the far western tip of the Panhandle, Pensacola is just a fishing line’s throw from ’Bama. Get your thrills from that end-of-the-world feeling by driving past Pensacola Beach along the Gulf Islands National Seashore, here a barrier island dotted with dazzling diamond-white sand dunes, all the way out to [image: ] Fort Pickens. This pre–Civil War Navy fort has a unique pentagonal shape and is infamous for being the place where Apache chief Geronimo and his warriors were once imprisoned. Downtown, take a wander around the city’s waterfront district, where the compact [image: ] Historic Pensacola Village has a tidily well-preserved collection of 19th-century houses, including a fine French Creole home, and tiny university-run historical museums. Grab a bite of Pensacola Bay’s bounty at the [image: ] Fish House, most popular for its harbor-view deck. Or walk inside the cute-as-a-button [image: ] Happy Pig Cafe for family-style barbecue with all the Southern fixin’s like mac ’n’ cheese and banana pudding for dessert.

Sara Benson

 




TRIP INFORMATION



GETTING THERE

From I-95 north of Jacksonville, take Hwy 9A east to Hwy 105 (Heckscher Dr) east, then follow the signs to Fort George Island Cultural State Park.



DO

Castillo de San Marcos National Monument

Bring quarters for the metered parking lot. [image: ] 904-829-6506; www.nps.gov/casa; 1 S Castillo Dr, St Augustine; adult/child $6/free; [image: ] 8:45am-5:15pm, last entry 4:45pm; [image: ]

Colonial Spanish Quarter Museum

Chat with a blacksmith, carpenter or soldier’s wife re-enacting the 1740s. [image: ] 904-825-6830; www.historicstaugustine.com; 53 St George St, St Augustine; adult/child $7/4; [image: ] 9am-5:30pm, last entry 4:45pm; [image: ]

Fort George Island Cultural State Park

Ranger-led educational programs take place at Ribault Club. [image: ] 904-251-2320; www.floridastateparks.org/fortgeorgeisland; 11241 Fort George Rd, Fort George Island; admission free; [image: ] park 8am-sunset, visitor center 9am-5pm Wed-Sun; [image: ]

Fort Pickens

Due to frequent flooding, call ahead to check road conditions. Ranger-guided tours usually depart at 2pm daily. [image: ] 850-934-2600; www.nps.gov/guis; Fort Pickens Rd, Pensacola; per vehicle $8; [image: ] 9:30am-4pm Nov-Feb, to 5pm Mar-Oct; [image: ]

Historic Pensacola Village

Explore independently, or time your visit for a tour led by costumed guides. [image: ] 850-595-5985; www.historicpensacola.org; 120 Church St, Pensacola; adult/child $6/3; [image: ] 10am-4pm Tue-Sat; [image: ]

Kingsley Plantation

Nineteenth-century cotton and citrus plantation has a haunting history. [image: ] 904-251-3537; www.nps.gov/timu; 11676 Palmetto Ave, Fort George Island; admission free; [image: ] 9am-5pm; [image: ] [image: ]

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Historic State Park

Take a stroll by yourself, or call ahead for guided-tour schedules. [image: ] 352-466-3672; www.floridastateparks.org/marjoriekinnanrawlings; 18700 S CR-325, Cross Creek; per vehicle $3, tours adult/child $3/2; [image: ] 9am-5pm; [image: ] [image: ]

Mission San Luis

Costumed interpreters demonstrate colonial crafts and show off a reconstructed Native American council house. [image: ] 850-245-6406; www.missionsanluis.org; 2100 W Tennessee St, Tallahassee; adult/child $5/2; [image: ] 10am-4pm Tue-Sun; [image: ]

St George Lighthouse

Tours start from the maritime museum downstairs. [image: ] 850-927-7744; www.stgeorgelight.org; 2 E Gulf Beach Dr, St George Island; adult/child $5/3; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Wed, Fri & Sat, noon-5pm Sun; [image: ]

Stephen Foster Folk Culture Center State Park

Live-music events and folk-craft workshops are often held here. [image: ] 386-397-2733; www.floridastateparks.org/stephenfoster; Hwy 41, White Springs; per vehicle $5; [image: ] 9am-5pm; [image: ] [image: ]

Tallahassee Historic Capitol

Inspect the ballyhooed butterfly ballot from the 2000 US presidential election. [image: ] 850-487-1902; www.flhistoriccapitol.gov; 400 S Monroe St, Tallahassee; admission free; [image: ] 9am-4:30pm Mon-Fri, 10am-4:30pm Sat, noon-4pm Sun; [image: ]



Eat & Drink

Bradfordville Blues Club

This juke joint is tricky to find, so call ahead for tickets and directions. [image: ] 850-906-0766; www.bradfordvilleblues.com; 7152 Moses Lane, Tallahassee; admission $15-30; [image: ] usually Fri & Sat evenings

Cap’s on the Water

Peel fresh shrimp on the waterfront deck, or step inside for fried gator tail with citrus sauce. [image: ] 904-824-8794; www.capsonthewater.com; 4325 Myrtle St, St Augustine; mains $10-27; [image: ] 11:30am-3:30pm & 4:30pm-close Fri-Sun

Chunky T’s BBQ

An institutional atmosphere doesn’t deter ‘cue enthusiasts from sampling the stripped-down menu of meats and sides. Cash only. [image: ] 352-284-4862; www.chunkytsbbq.com; 918 NE 16th Ave, Gainesville; mains $5-20; [image: ] 11am-8pm Thu-Sat

España

Tucked-away tapas bar with an outdoor garden and Old and New World wine list. [image: ] 904-261-7700; www.espanadowntown.com; 22 S 4th St, Fernandina Beach; small plates $4-10, mains $19-28; [image: ] 5-10pm

Fish House

Order spicy shrimp atop cheesy gouda grits à Ya Ya, along with other blackened and fried gulf seafood specialties. [image: ] 850-470-0003; www.goodgrits.com; 600 S Barracks St, Pensacola; mains $9-28; [image: ] 11am-10pm

Happy Pig Cafe

Combos of smoked turkey, beef brisket and succulent ribs will leave you wanting more. [image: ] 850-912-8480; 200 S Alcaniz St, Pensacola; mains $7-12; [image: ] 11am-9pm; [image: ]

Kool Beanz Café

Always buzzing with friendly folks; stop by for classic blackened shrimp with kale or pan-fried frog legs. [image: ] 850-224-2466; www.koolbeanz-café.com; 921 Thomasville Rd, Tallahassee; mains $7-19; [image: ] 11am-2:30pm Mon-Fri, 5:30-10pm Mon-Sat

Mosswood Farm Store

An organic country bakery and earth-friendly general store stocking picnic supplies. [image: ] 352-466-5002; http://mosswoodfarmstore.com; 703 NE Cholokka Blvd, Micanopy; items $2-10; [image: ] 10am-6pm Tue-Fri, 9am-6pm Sat & Sun

Tamara’s Café Floridita

For South American and Caribbean spins on locally caught seafood; try the fried oysters with jalapeño sauce. [image: ] 850-653-4111; www.tamarascafe.com; 71 Market St, Apalachicola; mains $12-30; [image: ] 8am-9pm Mon-Fri, to 10pm Sat & Sun



SLEEP

The Addison

Ecoconscious inn mixes modern luxuries with genteel Old Florida ambience; some shared baths. [image: ] 904-277-1604; www.addisononamelia.com; 614 Ash St, Fernandina Beach; r $165-265

Governor’s Inn

At this businesslike boutique hotel, over three dozen airy rooms and suites all have inviting four-poster beds. [image: ] 850-681-6855; www.thegovinn.com; 209 S Adams St, Tallahassee; r $135-319

Magnolia Plantation B&B

An adorable, homey and welcoming inn with fireplace Victorian rooms and bungalow cottages. [image: ] 352-375-6653; www.magnoliabnb.com; 309 SE 7th St, Gainesville; r $135-175, studios $190-350; [image: ] [image: ]

Our House B&B

Choose from kitchenette studios in the garden or tasteful rooms in the main Victorian home; full gourmet breakfast included. [image: ] 904-347-6260; www.ourhouseofstaugustine.com; 7 Cincinnati Ave, St Augustine; r $149-199



USEFUL WEBSITES

www.nps.gov/nr

www.visitflorida.com
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