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EXPLORE THE HIDDEN REALM

The region known as the Florida Keys and its northern gene pool, the Everglades, are by their very nature havens of the hidden. In the Keys, amid limestone rocks and huddled mangroves, humans have cultivated a unique, exotic habitat consisting of tropical and subtropical flora, quaint island architecture, vacation paradises and a mentality of “live and let live.” Practically all but untraversable except on man-made roads, the Everglades are an exquisite web of hammocks, grasses and succulent plants shielding the almost imperceptible but ever-moving river at their roots. Although connected by a single, major thoroughfare, Route 1, the Florida Keys and the Everglades are not to be experienced through tunnel vision, and not even merely by car. Instead, these treasured places reveal themselves best through forays into their gardens, up-close encounters with their wildlife—much of it rare and endangered—meals at their watery edges and immersion in the theater of their sunsets. Whether you opt for luxury accommodations or a simple beach bungalow, Hidden Florida Keys and Everglades will guide you to the kernels of these special regions as the locals would explore them: with a paddle in one hand and a cocktail in the other.
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The blue waters of the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico surround the Florida Keys.





TROPICAL GARDENS

[image: 003]

The Key West Botanical Garden provides a quiet respite as well as an opportunity to learn more about the area’s native flora.

[image: 004]

Tropical plants, native and non-native, flourish in the Keys’ balmy climate.

If the word “garden” conjures up visions of cultivated flora, as well as wild, original places, the Keys and Everglades are verdantly all of the above. Key West, the southernmost island, lies in the tropical climate zone, which eases just north into the sub-tropical zone that encompasses the Everglades. This transition allows for a unique growing context where an enormous array of plants, trees and fruits can coexist and thrive. Development and pollution have taken their toll, but humans have also fostered the plant life of these regions, both in private gardens and protected sanctuaries. A stroll into these pockets, whose mysteries range from the smallest orchid to the gargantuan kapok tree, offers an insight into a spellbinding world of diversity.

The Key West Botanical Garden  (page 141) is a great introduction to the indigenous flora. A state preserve, the Fakahatchee Strand’s (page 43)  dense, swamp forest of trees is furry with bromeliads and orchids. Beyond merely bananas, the Fruit & Spice Park (page 51) contains 500 varieties of fruit, spices and herbs. Considered the most environmentally and historically significant property in the Keys, Crane Point Hammock  (page 97) preserves tropical hardwoods and mangrove wetlands in all but untouched condition. Nancy Forrester’s Secret Garden  (page 141) meanwhile, protects a rainforest of exotic plants, animated by many caged parrots.
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The distinctive colors of the dwarf poinciana make it a Keys garden favorite.





LUXURY LODGING

[image: 006]

Little Palm Island Resort & Spa has its own private cay where guests really can get away from it all.

A vacation destination for the wealthy since the 1920s, Key West has long held prestige among luxury travelers, and the Upper Keys have followed suit. With benefits of the Caribbean (sun, beaches, coastal cuisine and steel drums and cocktails at every turn), the Keys boast the added bonus of being part of the continent, i.e. not too far from home. You get the conveniences of cable, internet, supermarkets and the daily newspaper, but can lose the tie and the lace-up shoes. For an island state of mind plus five-star amenities, try one of these luxury lodgings. Marble bathrooms, jacuzzis, water vistas and high-thread-count sheets will undo weeks of stress in no time. And, you can walk to breakfast barefoot. No one did that in the 1920s.

Kona Kai Resort and Gallery (page 75) names its cozy, tropical suites after the fruit trees shading the property: guava, lychee, mango. When magazines and catalogs want photos in paradise, they book The Moorings (page 90). The white beach on the turquoise sea constitutes your front yard, which you should enjoy while relaxing on your private porch. Little Palm Island Resort & Spa (page 114) is so exclusive you can only get to it on the resort’s skiff. With individual, premium suites, five-star dining room, world-class spa and grazing Key deer, it’s a dreamy place to be stranded. In Key West, it’s a treat to get inside a gorgeous, historic mansions. Let The Gardens Hotel (page 143) welcome you with abundant gardens hugging waterfalls and pools, personal service, and elegant rooms in a former private residence.
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No detail is overlooked at luxurious Little Palm Island Resort & Spa.





BEACH BUNGALOWS

[image: 008]

Beach bungalows, like the Largo Lodge in Key Largo, offer private accommodations on the water’s edge.

From fruit thrown in a blender for breakfast, to “getting dressed” in a sarong and a pair of flip-flops, tropical living is all about simplicity and ease. Many visitors prefer bare-bones accommodations when they visit the Keys and the Everglades, such as a rustic cottage or an unfussy motel. Being closer to nature or the beach is more or less the whole point of being here, and many visitors will spend the majority of their time outdoors anyway. Rudimentary living offers a chance to step away from (at least some) modern conveniences, so consider a beach bungalow for your stay. Creaky floors, unpainted porches and windows that swing open to let in the breezes are but intrinsic to the charm.

[image: 009]

Affordable cabins overlook the bay at Bahia Honda State Park.

If simplifying life includes taking a break from the kids, check into  Largo Lodge (page 75), an adults-only resort secluded in tropical gardens on the water. Detour from Route 1 over a short causeway and find your own private island in the islands, with accommodations:  Conch Key Cottages (page 99). The whisper of paddle fans overhead will soothe you to sleep. Wake up in one of Bahia Honda State Park’s (page 113) rustic units on stilts and greet what is often heralded as the most beautiful beach in the continental U.S. The modest rooms at Crystal Bay Resort (page 101) make a strong case that a tropical bedspread, pictures of sunsets on the walls and a cool, tile floor are all the furnishings anybody needs. Private patios on each bungalow will refresh the age-old art of porch sitting.
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Wile the day away porchside at Bahia Honda State Park’s rustic cabins.





WHARFSIDE DINING
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Diners enjoy the views of Key Largo’s bustling harbor at Snappers Waterfront Restaurant.

Where there is water, there are boats. Where there are boats, there is action. In the Florida Keys and the Everglades, nearly every edge is approachable by water, and beckoning boaters. Coastlines from Everglades City down to Key West are dotted with marinas and docks, and the best place to get in on the action (and live a vicarious boating life) is at a table on a wharf. Not only do the fishermen literally unload within reach of the kitchens (meaning ultrafresh fish), something about the ingredients of salty air and the excitement of the engines, sails and paddles all around work magic on the appetite. Be careful, though: boat fever is said to be contagious.

City Seafood (page 45) is where fishing boats tie up on the Barron River in Everglades City. Keep an eye out for manatees. At Snapper’s Waterfront Restaurant  (page 79) in Key Largo, you can smell the sea air while digging into huge platters of fresh fish. Robinson Crusoe could only dream of the shrimp steamed in beer, sushi and raw bar at  Castaway Waterfront Restaurant and Sushi Bar (page 105). Although  Shrimp Shack (page 156) may not look like much it’s the only place in Key West where Key West pinks are unloaded from real, working shrimp boats. Half Shell Raw Bar (page 149) juts out over Key West Harbor, the port of both million-dollar yachts and weathered rowboats.
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Local character, a wharfside location and the freshest seafood in town draw repeat customers to Half Shell Raw Bar.





SUNSET COCKTAILS

Is it because the setting sun looks like a maraschino cherry? Because they sky melting into the horizon is the exact shade of a rumrunner? For whatever reason, sunsets and cocktails go hand in hand. And as the sun starts its descent, those along the Gulf start their migration to the nearest bar, where they can watch the famous spectacle--and yes, people do actually clap and ring ships bells when the sun goes down—while sipping their favorite drink. Every bar has its specialty, whether a slushy frozen concoction, a micro-brewed beer on tap or one of those ridiculous yet irresistible cocktails that looks like a miniature parade float. Say “cheers,” and cheer on the sun, as you and your drink of choice end another perfect day in paradise together.

Naturally, a mermaid points the way: turn towards the Gulf when you see her and you’ll wind up at the Lorelei restaurant. Hurricane Donna blew what is now its Cabana Bar (page 94) offshore. When it was towed back and secured, it became a favorite local hangout. Kick back and join the celebration. It’s a bit out of the way, but that’s the way the locals who head to Geiger Key Smokehouse & Tiki Bar (page 117) like their sunset celebrations, plus cold drinks and great live music. A short elevator ride, and you’re at The Top (page 162)…of the 1925 La Concha hotel, with an unobstructed view of flowering trees, Duval street below, and the main event: the sunset. Ultimately romantic, gorgeously historic, the Afterdeck Bar at Louie’s Backyard (page 162) cranes out over the Atlantic for a better view of sunset. Champagne seems like a must.
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Cocktails and views of the sunset make Geiger Key Smokehouse & Tiki Bar a favored spot to unwind at the end of the day.
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The Cabana Bar in Islamorada features live music and chilled drinks to accompany the dramatic colors of the Florida sunset.





CUBA
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Specialty cigar shops are just one way to taste the Cuban influence on this region.

One of Key West’s favorite claims is its location “only 90 miles from Cuba”—closer than to the mainland. This tie is more than geographic. In the late 19th century, some 10,000 Cubans emigrated to Key West, where they developed a thriving cigar business while simultaneously funding the independence movement back home. To this day, café con leche and Cuban sandwiches are part of the vernacular diet, guayabera shirts are suitable fine dining wear, and corner markets offer staples of Cuban cooking, including guava paste, chorizo sausage and yellow rice. Brush up on your Spanish (a little goes a long way!) and see why a 90-mile-away island seems more like the next-door neighbor.

Learn all about the Cuban connection at the Historic Gato Cigar Factory  (page 142), then puff on a wisely chosen cigar from Sunset Cigar Co. (page 157). It won’t be 100% “authentic” (that’s still illegal), but it’s authentically produced—hand-rolled by masters before your eyes. If you prefer not to puff, you can inhale the warmth (and kick) of a café con leche (four sugars per cup is typical) from Five Brothers Grocery (page 161), which also stocks basic Cuban ingredients. All the cooking will be done for you at El Siboney (page 150) where locals of all lineages go when they want food the way a Cuban mama would make it. Bring a touch of Cuba home with music, art or a souvenir from Cuba Cuba  (page 159), a 100% Cuban-themed store. Stop at the beautifully restored  San Carlos Institute (page 138) to explore Cuba’s past.

[image: 016]

Located in the heart of Key West, the San Carlos Institute served as the headquarters for the Cuban independence movement in the early 20th century.





KEY LIME
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There’s no need to share your piece of Key lime pie in the Florida Keys. Get your own!

Not to be mistaken for the larger Persian lime familiar from the supermarket, Key limes are walnut-sized, thin-skinned, chartreuse when ripe and tart-sweet. Also known as the Mexican or West Indies lime, they were first cultivated by the Mayans (who gave us chocolate, so we love them already) then brought to North America by Spanish traders via Haiti. Key limes thrived in the Keys and replaced pineapples as the primary local crop, adopted “Key” into their name, and grew abundantly until the 1939 hurricane decimated the groves. Most commercial Key limes now come from Mexico, but locals rely on backyard trees for juice for margaritas, Key limeade, ceviche and, of course, the signature dessert of south Florida: Key lime pie.

For one stop “everything Key lime,” Kermit’s Key West Key Lime Pie Shoppe (page 160) has an astonishing range: cookies, candies, condiments, marmalades, body products, mixes, gift boxes and pies baked on the premises. Blond Giraffe (page 157) won Best Key Lime Pie in a local bake-off the year they opened. They’ll gladly ship nationwide, and also sell sublime Key lime rum cake and Key lime cookies. Some of the best Key lime pies are those of local restaurants, such as Mangrove Mama’s (page 117) on Sugarloaf Key, Camille’s (page 152) and Blue Heaven (page 153) in Key West, and The Fish House (page 77) in Key Largo. Whether you prefer a pastry or graham cracker crust, meringue topping or whipped cream, one of the above is sure to be your #1 favorite.

[image: 018]

Mangrove Mama’s, on Sugarloaf Key, is famous for its mouth-watering Key lime pie.





GAY KEY WEST

[image: 019]

Creativity abounds at the Coffee Plantation in Key West, where artists of all kinds of display their work.

Key West’s location at the end of an archipelago appeals to people seeking non-conformity, expression and creativity. This is why the island has a history with artists, why a popular bumper sticker reads “One Human Family,” and why gays and lesbians discovered the tolerance and unity of this small “rainbow” community as far back as the 1970s. It’s safe to say that every business in town is gay-friendly, if not gay-owned. Just as many gay couples cuddle at romantic restaurants as straight do, and most bed and breakfasts advertise that they “welcome everyone.” But it is possible to immerse yourself completely in the concentrated, gay Key West. Feel the extra pride at these suggested locations.

[image: 020]

The Coffee Plantation is a great place to grab a cup of java and mingle with the eclectic locals.

Get yourself oriented and meet others at the Gay & Lesbian Community Center  (page 166): an information clearing house including resources, referrals, literature and free internet café. The Coffee Plantation  (page 170), which offers free wi-fi and a place to share ideas, welcomes one and all. Everything a gay man could possibly ask for (all-male staff and guests, luxury rooms, new fitness center, café serving three meals, full bar with premium wine list) gathers in one, heavenly compound at  Island House (page 167) guesthouse. No restaurant is more flamboyant than Square One (page 171) with live piano music, a beloved, former drag queen bartending and patrons from performers to politicians enjoying over-the-top, modern American cuisine. The best bars for a gay old time are Bobbie’s Monkey Bar (page 173) and 801 Bourbon Bar and Cabaret (page 172).






EXOTIC WILDLIFE
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The great blue heron makes his winter home in the Everglades.

Remote and inhospitable to humans throughout most of time, the Keys and Everglades nonetheless provided refuge for a bevy of exotic wildlife, including alligators, crocodiles, deer, dolphins, manatees and the Florida panther, as well as aquatic birds. The invasive species homo sapiens has exerted a toll on the wildlife population—reducing some to near extinction—but it’s still possible to glimpse creatures who have inhabited these areas throughout recorded history, as well as some relative newcomers. Many are observable in natural settings; others only in controlled ones. In either case, exotic wildlife sightings reveal the bones (and teeth and talons) of one of the richest ecosystems on earth.

Field biologists and naturalists lead the way through Big Cypress Swamp on Dragonfly Expeditions (page 41) searching for wading birds and hovering alligators. After observing the diminutive Key deer (like Bambi, but even cuter) at the National Key Deer Refuge (page 111), slowing down on Route 1 near Big Pine Key won’t seem like a hassle but a privilege. Not all local wildlife lives above ground or in the air: some of it swims. Breathe underwater amid colorful fish and coral with Dive Key West (page 174) or Southpoint Divers (page 174).

[image: 022]

Once extremely endangered, the American alligator has made a successful comeback; it is now a common sight in the Everglades.

[image: 023]

Wildlife enthusiasts flock to the Everglades to try to catch a glimpse of the unique fauna, such as the purple gallinule.





CANOEING

[image: 024]

A paddler savors a peaceful sunset on the bayside of Seven Mile Bridge near Marathon.

Before there were bridges and roads, the only way to navigate the Florida Keys and the Everglades was by canoe. Even today, a small boat and a paddle is the best, and sometimes only, way to wend through the mazes of these landscapes. Nothing, not even an airboat or a waverunner, can traverse as shallow water as a canoe or its modern counterpoint, the kayak. Nothing is stealthier, either. Canoeing is all but silent (the drip-drip of a paddle blends right in), and permits you unparalleled proximity to birds and other wildlife. From Key West’s mangrove islands and backcountry shallows, to the channels, bays and archipelagos of the Everglades, canoeing offers a timeless, low-impact access to the sights.

 

In Everglades National Park Ten Thousand Islands (page 47), a 99-mile Wilderness Waterway twists through marine and estuarine areas all the way to Flamingo at the tip of the state. A limited number of visitors are allowed to canoe the 13.5-mile mangrove swamp wilderness preserve at  Collier-Seminole State Park (page 48), home to numerous endangered species. The first underwater state park in the U.S.,  John Pennecamp Coral Reef State Park  (page 82) offers kayaking among its recreational activities. Two animal refugees, great white heron and Key deer, are approachable through Reflections Nature Tours (page 112). Though the name may sound menacing,  Danger Charters (page 175) guides kayakers through some of the gentlest, most nurturing environments around: the backcountry waters off the tip of the Keys.

[image: 025]

Canoeing is one of the best ways to delve into the depths of the Everglades.





HIDDEN®  FLORIDA KEYS & EVERGLADES

Including Key Largo and Key West

 

 

Candace Leslie and Anne Boese

 

TENTH EDITION

 

“The guide provides a thorough rundown of the various sights and activities in the Everglades and throughout the Keys.”

—Atlanta Journal Constitution

“Covers a lot of ground, with chapters on almost any subject the traveler can think of.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune

“The new edition of this guidebook returns to favorite haunts and reveals scores of new discoveries.”

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

“This guide will lead the way to little pockets of natural wilderness that have resisted encroachment by civilization.”

—Nashville Tennessean
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OUTDOOR ADVENTURE SYMBOLS

The following symbols accompany national, state and regional park listings, as well as beach descriptions throughout the text.
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HIDDEN LISTINGS 

Throughout the book, listings that reveal the hidden realm—spots that are away from tourists or reflect authentic Florida Keys and the Everglades—are marked by this icon:[image: 028]



There are also special maps at the start of each section that guide you to some of these hidden listings. Each place is identified with this symbol:[image: 029]








KEYS & EVERGLADES DREAMING
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The Keys & Everglades

At the southern tip of Florida lie two of the nation’s, and possibly the world’s, most spectacular natural treasures. Everglades National Park and the Florida Keys—with its living coral reef—are among the most awe-inspiring places on earth.

Extremely fragile, rich with biodiversity and home to numerous endangered species, they are distinctive yet interconnected ecosystems. In the last century, both places suffered the ravages of human encroachment. Now, with the dawn of  a new millennium, these magical water-dependent zones are beginning to receive the official respect and protection that they deserve.

The Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary, the Tortugas Ecological Reserve, the Everglades Restoration Project and legislation to improve Keys water quality—these and other positive efforts are finally coming together to create a brighter future for this complex region, which includes wetlands, estuaries, bays, reefs, mangrove islands and open water. (However, the possibility of oil drilling off the Gulf of Mexico still poses a major environmental threat.)

All told, the efforts to save the Everglades and the living coral reef (the only one in North America) are colossal, and with each passing year visitors will be able to share in the benefits. The predicted increases in the population and the health of a wide range of animals and plants—including panthers, storks, migratory birds, fish, sponges and corals—will most certainly enhance the experience of all who travel here.

Already, over six million people spend approximately $400 million a year visiting the Everglades-related parks and preserves alone. More than four million people visit the Florida Keys and Florida Bay, primarily to engage in water-related activities, such as fishing, diving, boating and wildlife watching. In fact, the Keys are the most popular destination for scuba divers in the world.

Even artsy, upscale Key West depends on the health of the broad blue Atlantic Ocean and the clear-green Gulf of Mexico. Pristine beaches, clean water, great fishing and a vibrant coral reef are unquestionably essential to this resort island’s future success.

As tourist destinations, both the Keys and the Everglades were late on the band-wagon, partly because of their distance from the rest of the nation and partly because nature kept them inaccessible for so long. Today, of course, this has changed. In fact, visitors can see more of both worlds than ever before. Hiking trails, kayaks, charter boats, ferries and seaplanes penetrate even some of the most remote regions.

To truly grasp a sense of South Florida’s geography and history, you should explore both the ’glades and the Keys as much as possible. While the ’glades themselves are vast and the waters surrounding the Florida Keys even larger, the roads connecting the land masses are not particularly long. Literally, a person could rent a car in Naples, drive east across the Everglades to Homestead, head south down the Keys archipelago, and reach Key West in the same day.

Obviously, I’m not recommending this time frame—visitors who plan to see both areas should plan on at least a week, although either the ‘glades or Key West could be experienced in a few days.

The Everglades, a great, broad and shallow, life-giving river, long kept its secrets to itself in the dark reaches of cypress swamp and deep, watery grasses. In fact, much of the vast wetlands is still inaccessible, and some of the more remote hammocks and islets remain unexplored. But not all. Today the traveler can easily enter portions of this subtle, curious, jungly world, due to the skillfully designed roads and paths provided by the planners and developers of the Everglades National Park. The rich biodiversity of the park is accessible: You can venture through once-impenetrable hardwood hammocks, walk safely among alligators, count endangered wood storks on a tree branch, discover brilliant snails on fragile  plant stems, stoop down and observe clear, quiet water ceaselessly flowing through tall saw grass, watch waterfowl winging their way home, silhouetted against a brilliant sunset sky.

Animals and plants from both temperate and tropical zones inhabit this crossover environment. For those searching for hidden destinations, the Everglades is a treasure trove. Even a short walk will introduce you to a host of secrets and likely inspire you to probe ever more deeply. Whether on foot or paddling a canoe, you can follow any of a host of well-designed trails that beckon you into the heart and soul of the subtropics. The longer you stay and the deeper you explore, the greater will be your rewards.

The same can be said of a journey to the Keys, which appear like a sprinkling of afterthought on the tip of the Florida map. In reality, they are a chain of lush subtropical islands built on ancient coral reefs, floating like an emerald necklace that marks the meeting of the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. There are over 800 islands in the Keys large enough to appear on government charts, though many other tiny mangrove islets exist. About 30 of the Keys are inhabited. Their history resounds with tales of pirate treasure and fortunes gleaned from ships tossed to bits on the still-living reefs that lie a few miles to the east out in the ocean. Long accessible only by boat, today 36 jewels of this necklace are joined by the great Overseas Highway. Fishing craft have replaced the pirate ships; scuba divers and snorkelers now explore the reefs where ships once met their dooms. Artists, adventurers, opportunists and other free spirits call these isles home.

To the south and east of the Keys lies the Atlantic Ocean, usually as calm as a lake, held in check by the coral reef. On the other side, broad, shallow Florida Bay bounds the Upper Keys, opening into the Gulf of Mexico as the islands curve out beyond the tip of the state. Except in stormy weather, these waters to the north and west of the islands also lap the shore with a gentle touch. This lack of wave action means there are very few sandy beaches in the Keys, but water on both sides of the islands rivals the Caribbean in its clarity and its brilliant greens and blues. Just driving down the Keys can be a thrill. There’s something exciting about being able to view the sea on all sides from a bridge seven miles long, about finding tropical trees that grow nowhere else in the country, about visiting a house built in the Bahamas and delivered to Key West on a sailing ship. But with the thrill also comes a subtle slowing down, as if the farther out to sea you go, the less the clock matters. Keys folks are proud of this casual, laid-back lifestyle that is impossible to ignore. The best thing you can do is enter into its relaxing spirit by discarding your watch and letting the sun and sea rule your days and the moon and stars your nights. And, remember, surprises are here for the finding. If you look beyond the billboards, down side streets, over on the neighboring out-islands or under the sea, you’ll be rewarded with plenty of hidden sights.

This book is designed to help you explore these very differing regions of South Florida. It takes you to countless popular spots and offers advice on how best to enjoy them. It leads you into some off-the-beaten-path locales, places you learn about by talking with folks at the neighborhood fish market or with someone who has lived in the area all his life. It acquaints you with the area’s history, its natural habitats and its residents, both human and animal. It recommends sights that should not be missed. It suggests places to eat, to lodge, to play, to camp, always with consideration for varying interests, budgets and tastes.

The traveling part of this book begins with the Everglades, presenting in Chapter Two the main visitor accesses to this wild natural region as explored via the three entrances to the national park. Included in this chapter, too, are nearby destinations, both natural and manmade. Chapter Three heads down the Florida Keys, “the islands you can drive to,” through Key Largo, Islamorada and Marathon, all the way to Big Pine and the Lower Keys. History and hype merge in Chapter Four, a guide to Key West, famous party town, arts center and ethnic village, whose romantic past and charm still color its life.

Where you go and what you choose to see is up to you—these areas include enough sights and activities to appeal to a very broad range of interests. This is verified by the numbers of retired people who return annually or settle down here, by the families who arrive each summer as soon as school is out, by the folks who come in their boats and tie up for a stay, as well as by the fanciers of the fast lane who come to live it up in Key West. For lovers of birds and wildlife and quiet, breathtaking beauty, there are few places as rewarding as the Everglades. For those who fish and dive or simply love the sea, the Keys offer all you could wish for.

These are southern Florida’s two great gems. May they hold for you all kinds of hidden, and even not-so-hidden, rewards.




THE STORY OF THE KEYS AND EVERGLADES 


GEOLOGY 

As land masses go, all of Florida is a mere child, having emerged from the sea as recently as 20 to 30 million years ago. For eons its bedrock base lay beneath the warm waters of the southern sea. Slowly it collected sediment, building limestone deposits that would eventually rise above the surface. As distant glaciers froze and melted, the seas rose and fell, forming and reforming the shores of Florida, depositing silt and bits of sea life.

The Everglades actually begin at Lake Okeechobee, and to learn their geology, one must look to this shallow lake whose rocky foundation lies only a few feet above sea level. Beneath the lake and extending down into the northern part of the Everglades, the rock is a limestone composed of alternating layers of hardened sea bottom and of freshwater peats and muds. Farther south, it becomes a more porous limestone known as oolite. The surface of this spongy layer often becomes full of holes that have been receptacles for decaying vegetation, fresh water, sand and shells.

Beneath these relatively “young” limestone formations lies the oldest rock in southern Florida, the impervious Tamiami formation. Like a giant underground cistern, it collects and holds the rainwater that falls on the spongy Everglades limestones and on Big Cypress Swamp. Nearby cities such as Miami and Palm Beach, as well as the Florida Keys, depend on this life-giving reservoir for their survival. The force and power  of this giant aquifer also keep the seawater at bay. Scientists believe that without the Everglades, this reservoir would become salt, and southern Florida as we know it would be no more.

Though it is hardly discernable to the traveler, altitude also plays an important role in the structure of South Florida. From Lake Okeechobee southward, the surface rock slopes like an ever-so-slightly tilting tray to the tip of the state, dropping about a foot every dozen miles. It is down along this crucial slope that the freshwater Everglades “river,” as wide as 50 miles and only a few inches deep, flows through saw grass from the rain-fed lake to the sea. Here and there, scattered limestone outcroppings form the “high-altitude” regions of the Everglades, occasionally attaining a barely noticeable few feet. Through the ages these little hillocks have gathered humus and eventually vegetation, including hardwood trees, to become water-surrounded islands known as hammocks.

To the south of the Everglades, the limestone bed continues under the shallow waters of Florida Bay, where the centuries have covered it with an overlay of fine mudlike marl. To the west are the Ten Thousand Islands, an ever-changing archipelago of mangrove islets seated on the tops of old sunken sand dunes of the Gulf of Mexico.

The Florida Keys, like the Everglades, lie on a thick layer of limestone. The rock is covered by an ancient coral reef. In the lower islands, the porous Miami oolite, with its rich vegetation, appears once again. Low-lying islands with slight variations in elevation, the Keys boast a high point of 18 feet, on Windley Key. For the most part, however, they are very flat.

To the east of the Florida Keys lies the only living coral reef in the continental United States. It is located between four and seven miles offshore, running parallel to the Keys from Key Largo to the Dry Tortugas. This living marine marvel, rising as high as a few feet below the surface of the water and descending to dark depths near the Gulf Stream, protects the Keys from the waves of the pounding Atlantic surf and hence from the development of sand beaches, a great surprise to many first-time visitors.


HISTORY 

THE EVERGLADES STORY Although it took millions of years for the Everglades to evolve, and American Indians probably wandered into some of the mysterious interiors for a century or two, the real history of the unique region belongs mainly to the 20th century. The story of the Everglades is a microcosm of the global story of the interdependence and tensions between humans and nature, full of despair and promise, of lessons ignored and lessons learned, of life sources and of life itself hanging by a tenuous thread.

Some of the early Indians who roamed coastal portions of the Everglades left a few artifacts and their discarded shells in scattered mounds, but little is known about exactly how they fared in the mosquito-infested, watery environment. Nor is there much evidence that European explorers felt attracted to the marshy tip of Florida, so lacking  in solid land and so hostile to travelers. To the casual observer as well as to the ambitious developer, the Everglades long seemed no more than a swamp to be drained and put to better use than nature obviously had in mind. Even as early as 1848, Army and Navy officers chasing Seminole Indians through the muck and swamps returned home stating that the land should be drained for cattle raising and for growing rice, sugar cane, fruits and vegetables. In 1865, a reporter sent to check out post-Civil War conditions in southern Florida commented on the need to get the water out of Lake Okeechobee and the Everglades.

Draining seemed a logical idea at the time and was attempted in little fits and starts as early as the 1880s. But the Everglades were not to be conquered easily. Early attempts were challenged by opponents of taxes and, hence, by lack of money. And whatever progress was made, the task always proved to be much more challenging than originally assumed. In 1905, the state’s first comprehensive drainage law was passed, intending to construct a system of canals that would “reclaim” swamp and flood lands. Florida governor Napoleon Bonaparte Broward, convinced that if enough of the Everglades was drained, the state could grow sufficient sugar to supply the whole country, threw government efforts into the project. By 1909, a canal connecting Lake Okeechobee to Miami was completed, smaller waterways were constructed and drainage for farmland was underway in earnest.

But even this early in the game, occasional critics warned that crucial studies had not been done, that water tables might be threatened, that not enough money was available to fulfill the dreams. But for many years the promises outweighed the criticisms. Southern Florida land sales boomed. Farming got underway. Then World War I put a damper on most of the enterprises. In the 1920s, a couple of devastating hurricanes, several serious fires in the peat-rich regions and, finally, the collapse of the Florida land boom brought a temporary end to state efforts to conquer the mighty Everglades.

At the end of the decade, the Army Corps of Engineers constructed Hoover Dike around Lake Okeechobee, hoping to end the threat of flooding. But again, in 1947, a hurricane caused floods to wipe out farm and grazing lands, proving once again that manmade canals and dikes could not always hold the waters in check. By then, some people began to realize that, though millions of dollars had been spent for drainage and flood control, effective reclamation of the wetlands had still not been achieved. And new problems were appearing as well. Salt began seeping into freshwater sources as water tables were lowered. Fires in the peatlike soils created clouds of smoke that could make eyes water as far north as Tallahassee. Thin layers of soil in land that had been successfully drained and farmed began to disappear. Dry summers pointed out the need for irrigation as well as drainage. A water management district was established in hopes of solving some of the problems.

At about the same time as these immediately practical problems were being examined, concerns of a new kind began to be heard. What was all this tampering with nature doing to wildlife, to plant life, to life in general? “Pollution” entered the vocabulary of the concerned, chief of  whom was Marjorie Stoneman Douglas, who published her immediate classic, The Everglades: River of Grass, in 1947. The good news was that in the same year President Harry Truman dedicated 2000 square miles of the southernmost Everglades as a national park. Here, at last, was an area that could not be touched.

But as fine as the establishment of that important park was, the problems were not over. All the water feeding into the region was, by then, controlled by artificial means. The complex food chain of the Everglades that had always been dependent on natural cycles of rain and drought was now at the mercy of those who manned the pipes and dikes to meet the demands of Florida’s evergrowing human population. Two major causeway-style highways, remarkable feats of wetland engineering, now cut across the once-pristine, free-flowing river of grass. Fertilizers and insecticides, so important to farmers but so deadly to many creatures of the wild, also threatened to further upset the fragile balance of nature.

As the problems arose, so did the champions of the preservation of the delicately balanced environment of the Everglades. Sometimes they lost their battles. Sometimes they won, as when they prevented the draining of Big Cypress Swamp, upon which the Everglades is dependent for much of its life, for a mammoth airport. After energetic and skillful protest, the region was turned into a national preserve in the 1970s. But even the park status could not save the Everglades from its most daunting problem: a lack of fresh water. The Central and Southern Florida Project, which was authorized in 1948 to provide flood protection and fresh water to south Florida, had achieved its purpose at a tremendous cost to the Everglades ecosystem. With the project’s canals, dikes and other water-control methods cutting off its natural flow of freshwater, the ’glades were dying. The abundant wildlife that once took visitors’ breath away had faded. Wading bird populations alone had been reduced by about 95 percent.

In 1996, Congress took action with the Everglades Restoration Project, which invests $7.8 billion into restoring the Everglades’ freshwater ecology by freeing up the natural flow of fresh water to the area. Basically, this involves “undoing” a large percentage of the water control systems set up earlier in the last century. The goal is to restore the wetland functions so that they mimic pre-drainage conditions. Experts say this will lead to dramatic environmental benefits, including significant increases in animal populations, the return of large nesting “rookeries” of wading birds to Everglades National Park, the recovery of a number of endangered species, the improved health of seagrasses and other submerged aquatic vegetation, and increased freshwater flows to bays and estuaries. This last item will produce positive effects on Florida Bay and the waters off the Florida Keys.

The restoration will take an estimated 20 years to implement, and the additional $400,000 required to operate, maintain and monitor the plan will be split between the federal government and the state of Florida. A tax imposed upon Florida’s sugar industry—a primary polluter of the Everglades—is being funneled directly into the restoration funding.  The notion of the Everglades returning to a mirror image of the place Marjorie Stoneman Douglas wrote about over 50 years ago is absolutely thrilling. If all goes as planned, creating a clean river of grass flowing freely from Lake Okeechobee to Florida Bay, visitors to the beautiful Everglades region should find themselves increasingly in the presence of storks, alligators, panthers and other wildlife—including the legendary flocks of birds so vast that their presence once darkened the skies.

AMERICAN INDIANS When the first Spanish explorers approached the Florida shores in the 16th century, a number of native tribes had long resided throughout the peninsula and on its surrounding islands. The southernmost regions were dominated by the Tequestas and the Calusas, who thrived on the abundance provided by the sea and the rich coastal lands. Though the two tribes may have merged from time to time, probably in the Cape Sable region at the tip of the mainland, they were essentially separated by the Everglades. The Tequestas roamed the region from present-day Pompano Beach southward; the Calusas dominated the westward regions from the tip of the peninsula as far north as Tampa Bay and roamed portions of the Florida Keys.

The Tequestas were thought to number only about 800 at the beginning of the historical period. They were great fishermen, usually living near the mouths of streams and enhancing their seafood diet with such varied fare as palmetto berries, sea grapes, palm nuts, prickly pears and venison and turtle meat. They made a flour from the starchy arrowroot plant known as coontie. The Calusas, whose number may have been triple that of the Tequestas, lived principally off the conch, clams, oysters and other shellfish abundant in the Ten Thousand Islands region on the western edge of the Everglades. Though they were not agricultural, some of the early natives often lived in villages and developed a high social structure, thanks to the bounties of nature within their reach. They used wood for ceremonial and practical implements, such as masks, bowls and boats. They made spears and bows and arrows; they designed tools and ornaments from bone and shell.

Like the other early Florida tribes, the Tequestas and Calusas eventually disappeared with the coming of Western civilization and its accompanying diseases and conquering spirit. Some of the void was filled, though, by other natives, Creek Indians who slowly moved into the Spanish Florida territory and down the peninsula from what are now the southern states. They were neither welcomed nor beloved by the European and American settlers. They came to be called “Seminoles,” a name perhaps corrupted from the Spanish word cimarrón, meaning “wild” or from the Creek words ishti semoli, meaning “wildmen” or “outlanders” or “separatists.”

By the time Spain finally relinquished Florida to the United States in 1821, one war had already been fought against the Seminoles in an attempt to rid the land of Indians for good. But the Indian “problem” did not go away, so Andrew Jackson, the territory’s first governor, declared a second Seminole War in 1835, hoping to quickly remove the remaining native inhabitants to Indian territory west of the Mississippi. The  Seminoles proved to be a formidable enemy; the war lasted almost seven years and exacted a great price in dollars and lives. Patrols pushed the Seminoles deeper and deeper into the Everglades; bounties were offered for the capture of live Indians—$500 for a man, $250 for a woman, $100 for a child. Finally, after seven years of fighting, the backbone of resistance was broken. Following the death of their great leader, Osceola, most of the surviving Seminoles allowed themselves to be “escorted” out of Florida.

But not all of the Indians left. Several hundred disappeared into the Everglades and Big Cypress Swamp, where they spent the remainder of the century living a nomadic life in the wet, lonely region. Like their prehistoric cousins, they lived off the land and sea. They built adaptable stilt houses, called “chickees,” safe above the ever rising and falling waters. They developed unrivaled skills of survival in the difficult environment. Their secluded life continued until the building of the Tamiami Trail in the 1920s, when the outside world began to delve into the region.

Not until 1957 did the Seminoles finally resume official relations with the United States, a century-and-a-quarter after their self-imposed independence. Today their descendants, numbering about 2000, live in two separate groups on reservations. Fifteen hundred Seminoles, the Muskogee-speakers, live near Alligator Alley (Route 84) midway between Fort Lauderdale and Naples. A smaller tribe, the Hichiti-speaking Miccosukees, live in a series of little villages along the Tamiami Trail (Route 41) on the northern edge of Everglades National Park, still carrying out remnants of the Everglades lifestyle. Once considered enemies of settlers, these descendants of the Creeks are now accepted as a vital part of southern Florida’s rich tapestry.

EARLY KEYS SETTLEMENT Though they are neighbors, the Everglades and the Keys have very different histories. It helps to remember that in the early days of exploration, the former appeared as an impenetrable swampland, and the latter a collection of isolated islands accessible only by boat.

Spanish explorers first sighted the Keys early in the 16th century as they searched for rumored gold and eternal youth. One contemporary chronicler of explorer Ponce de León, observing the chain of islands on the horizon, said they appeared as men who were suffering; hence they were given the name Los Mártires or “the martyrs.” No one knows exactly when the first European set foot on one of the Keys, but as exploration and shipping increased, the islands became prominent on nautical maps. The nearby treacherous coral reefs claimed many actual seafaring “martyrs” from the time of early recorded history. The chain was eventually called “keys,” also attributed to the Spanish, from cayos, meaning “small islands.”

In 1763, the Spanish ceded Florida to the British in a trade for the port of Havana. The treaty was unclear as to the status of the Keys. An agent of the king of Spain claimed that the islands, rich in fish, turtles and mahogany for shipbuilding, were part of Cuba, fearing that the English  might build fortresses and dominate the shipping lanes. The British also realized the treaty was ambiguous, but declared that the Keys should be occupied and defended as part of Florida. The British claim was never officially contested. Ironically, the British gave the islands back to Spain in 1783, to keep them out of the hands of the United States, but in 1821 all of Florida, including the necklace of islands, officially became American territory.

Though most of the Florida Keys remained remote and inaccessible until well into the 20th century, their history glitters with romantic tales of pirates, fortunes gleaned from unfortunate shipwrecks, brief heydays for several island cities, struggling pioneer farmers and occasional military occupation. It also holds its share of tragedy resulting from settlers’ encounters with hostile Indians, yellow fever-bearing mosquitoes, dangerous hurricanes and unpredictable seas.

PROTECTION AND PROSPERITY By the time of the territorial period, Key West was already recognized as a place with assets. Its proximity to the Florida reef made it a perfect center for the sometimes legitimate, sometimes dubious business of marine salvage. Its deep channels with protected anchorage made it a perfect location for a recoaling station for steamers and a strategic site for a naval base. In 1821, John Simonton bought the island for $2000 from its original Spanish land-grant owner, and the first permanent residents moved in. But by then, pirates had long been reaping great harvests from unfortunate ships in the Gulf of Mexico and West Indies. Pirate history being a colorful blending of fact and myth, in the Keys it rings with names and tales of Black Caesar, Jean Laffite, Blackbeard and other nefarious characters who frightened seafarers and buried as yet unearthed treasures throughout the islands.

In 1822, Lieutenant Matthew C. Perry was ordered to take possession of Key West for the United States and to go after the pirates. By the end of the year, 21 American ships cruised the waters in search of pirates, engaging in occasional confrontations. After one fight in which an American lieutenant was killed, a naval base was established at Key West and the fleet enlarged.

But an even more formidable enemy than pirates was yellow fever. In July of 1823 it took the lives of 68 men, causing the Navy to declare the base unfit from July to October. By 1826, the main operations were moved to Pensacola, leaving only coal and supply depots at Key West. However, the region was still considered to be important militarily, a “Gibraltar of the Gulf.” In 1845 the War Department announced the building of fortifications at Key West and in the Dry Tortugas; these would become Fort Zachary Taylor and Fort Jefferson. Lighthouses had already been sending their beacons from these strategic points for several decades.

Meanwhile, Key West was on its way to its brief heyday as the wealthiest city in Florida. The chief industry was wrecking and salvage. Many 19th-century entrepreneurs were English Bahamians who brought the distinctive speech and architectural styles that would one day become  known as “conch,” named for the serviceable mollusk that resided in the surrounding waters. Bahamians also profited from the lucrative harvesting of fish and, along with Greek immigrants, of high-quality sponges. Cuban migrants arrived with their culture and cigar-making skills. The salt manufacturing business also achieved high success in the years before the Civil War.

Prosperity was thriving farther up the Keys as well. At the 1836 Constitutional Convention, when Florida became a state, Dade County was established to take in the vast area from Lake Okeechobee to Bahia Honda Key. The inauspicious island of Indian Key was named county seat. Located halfway between Miami and Key West, it was the prime location for wreckers and salvagers, some of whom were purported to be working outside the law, even perhaps luring ships to their dooms on the treacherous reefs. Like Key West, Indian Key boomed.

But it all came to a tragic halt when, on an August morning in 1840, Indians piloting 17 canoes raided the island, looted and burned crucial stores and buildings and killed several prominent citizens. Four years later, Miami became the county seat, though it would be some time before it reached the former prominence of Indian Key. The final death knell for the wrecking business was the placement of a string of lighthouses to warn sea captains of the dangers of the treacherous reefs.

CIVIL WAR During the Civil War, though much of Key West’s population was loyal to the South, both the city and Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas remained in Union hands. As early as November 1860, a captain of the United States Army of Engineers urged reinforcements so that these two strategic areas of defense would not be lost in case of secession. As the war began, the commanding officer at Key West, determined not to let unfinished Fort Taylor fall into secessionist hands, stealthily led his small force of 44 through a sleeping city to the fort in the dark of night. They set up a defense that the Confederates were never able to capture. Neither of the forts saw any serious action for the duration of the war, though individual blockade runners are thought to have darted about in the waters off the Keys.

Though Fort Taylor and Fort Jefferson became obsolete with the invention of the rifled cannon, the former was noted for the construction of a 7000-gallon-a-day seawater distilling plant and the latter as a dreary wartime and postwar prison. Dr. Samuel H. Mudd was interned at Fort Jefferson for four years because he had unknowingly set the broken leg of Lincoln’s assassin, John Wilkes Booth.

Life apparently went on in the Keys with less distress than in the northern regions of the state. Just after the Civil War, a New York newspaper-man was sent to southern Florida to check on postwar conditions. He observed that Key West, Florida’s wealthiest town, had grown during the conflict. He said that he had to remind himself that it was an American city, so rich was it in tropical plants and foreign tongues. Later in 1865 observers noted that people living on the Keys had a passion for liquor and wrecking, but they also recorded many citizens engaged in fishing, sponging, turtling and harvesting oranges, lemons, limes, coconuts and grapes.

THE CUBA CONNECTION Just 90 miles from Key West, across the Florida Strait, lies Havana. By the end of Cuba’s Ten Years War in 1878—which marked a tragically unsuccessful attempt by Cuba to overthrow Spanish rule—nearly 10,000 Cubans emigrated to Key West.

Most worked in cigar factories, manufacturing handrolled Cuban-tobacco cigars. At the height of production, nearly 130 Key West factories turned out about 100 million clear Havana cigars annually.

Most factory workers contributed a portion of their salaries to support the independence movement in Cuba. They formed more than 80 patriot clubs between 1869 and 1898—and in 1884, they established the secret Cuban Convention, an umbrella group dedicated to freeing their homeland.

Eventually, the cigar industry moved north to Tampa. Key West was plagued by labor strikes, hurricanes and fire—most notably the Fire of 1886, which carbonized many of the wooden factories—while cheap land and financial inducements from Tampa’s leaders proved to be irresistible.

THE SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR Key West and other southern Florida coastal cities took on great importance during the struggle for Cuban independence from Spain. American sympathy for Cuban patriots was inflamed by the publication of a Spanish letter disparaging President William McKinley and by the mysterious sinking of the U.S. battleship Maine in Havana harbor on February 15, 1898. The United States demanded that Spain withdraw from Cuba, and, on April 24, Spain declared war. Volunteers, both American and Cuban, signed up to join in the fighting.

The War Department first assumed that Key West would be the principal base for American forces, so civilian, Army and Navy activity increased in the busy city. But Key West lacked sufficient storage space, and its harbor needed improvements such as deepened channels for larger ships; Tampa became the main center of military activity. However, the Navy yard at Key West proved important to the invasion of Cuba. Only 90 miles from Havana, the harbor bustled with freight and passenger boats, newspaper dispatch craft, hospital services, Navy coaling and repair work and Spanish prisoner reception. Forts Taylor and Jefferson were reactivated. Newly installed condensers at the distilling plant were designed to increase freshwater supplies.

The war ended on August 12, but the Army and Navy stayed on to complete important projects in Key West. Improved facilities, beefed-up defenses and deeper channels contributed to both base and harbor.

HENRY FLAGLER’S RAILROAD By 1896, dreamer, entrepreneur and tycoon Henry Flagler had extended his Florida East Coast Railroad to Miami. In the first years of the new century, homesteaders began settling into the regions surrounding the ever-creeping rails. A town, appropriately named Homestead, sprang up where the railroad stopped in 1904. But Flagler’s dream kept steaming forward. In 1905, work began on his remarkable “railroad that went to the sea,” an incredible line that traversed islands, spanned inlets and ascended bridges, one of  them almost seven miles long, down through the Keys and over the ocean to Key West. On January 22, 1912, the first train rolled into town. Flagler believed that Key West would become a terminal from which passengers and freight would set out across the sea to the south and west. In reality, it became just the end of the line.

Though tourists came to the Keys in impressive numbers and the economy picked up, the glory days were not to last. Key West’s great boom began to bust with the beginning of World War I. Tourism was halted. The armed forces were eventually reduced to a garrison. Cigar makers began moving to Tampa. Blight and storm wiped out the sponge beds. Florida’s pre-Depression land boom had little effect on the islands, but the ensuing Depression years almost destroyed them. Key West’s population declined; debts rose. The government declared a state of emergency.

But the railroad had revealed the potential of the Keys as a tourist attraction. The Federal Emergency Relief Administration of the New Deal undertook to rehabilitate the city. Citizens rallied, many learning to make crafts and novelties from local products or organizing fetes and pageants for tourists. Artists on relief decorated walls and buildings with distinctive murals and other works. The influx of thousands of visitors promised great rewards. But the success was again short-lived.

On Labor Day 1935, one of the severest hurricanes on record destroyed the overseas railroad. Winds raged between 200 and 250 miles per hour, 75 miles per hour faster than the strongest winds of Hurricane Andrew in 1992. The barometer dropped lower than it had ever registered anywhere before. Near Islamorada, the storm overturned rescue cars with over 400 passengers on board. A work camp full of war veterans at Tea Table Bridge was destroyed. Whole families disappeared into the sea. Many people predicted this terrible tragedy would mark the end of prosperity for the Keys and moved away. But some long-term residents stayed, determined to rebuild from the rubble of the Depression and storm.

MODERN TIMES When it was discovered that Henry Flagler’s railroad had been built on very sound footings, a new dream emerged. Bridges and trestles, undamaged by the storm, became the underpinnings for what would become the Overseas Highway. Old track was recycled as new guard rails for bridges. Flagler’s vision of a route across the sea would still be realized, only now the thoroughfare would carry automobiles instead of trains. The first wheels rolled across its new pavement in 1938. Tourists began returning.

Once again, however, the vision of thousands of annual visitors flocking to the tropical islands was dashed, this time with the coming of World War II. But the war did bring the Navy and more improvements to the Keys. A submarine base was built at Key West. A water main, like a new lifeline, began carrying fresh water into the Keys from the mainland. Population again began to grow.

President Harry Truman fell in love with Key West and established his “Little White House” there for regular visits. After the war, artists and writers again began lauding the inspirational ambience of Key West,  following such luminaries as Ernest Hemingway, Tennessee Williams and Elizabeth Bishop. Tourists began returning in earnest, attracted by sunsets, seafood, colorful history, beautiful seas and general good times. Gays found the town a comfortable place to establish residency. Outlaws and others living on the fringe were drawn to its tolerance.

The 1962 Cuban missile crisis briefly marred the Keys’ positive image, but even that brought a little more military prosperity before most of the Navy finally left Key West for good. In 1980, the Mariel Boat Lift, bringing refugees of assorted backgrounds from Cuba, thrust Key West again into the public eye. In recent years, Cubans escaping Castro’s rule have braved the Florida Strait in homemade rafts or are smuggled in more sea-worthy vessels. Rafters arrive, often on the Keys’ beaches, after days at sea. Despite the dangers, hundreds of Cubans reach these shores annually—and untold numbers do not succeed.

Today, the once-isolated Florida Keys are a tourist and retirement haven, popular with divers and sport fishermen and folks who love the climate and beauty of the place, and who thrive on its relaxed ambience. Though boasting a genuinely slowed-down lifestyle far from big-city hassle and northeastern work ethics, the Keys are no longer free from the influence of the outside world. Drugs and their attendant dynamics, particularly in a region of open southern seas and myriad uninhabited islands, are, and will probably long be, a challenge to law enforcement both on land and in the surrounding waters. Crime happens, as it will, in towns where a comfortable climate makes it easy to live in the streets. And some folks wonder just when the next hurricane will come.

But the mainstay of the Florida Keys is a booming, cheerful tourism. From the retired couple that settles in for the winter with their small RV to the former president of the United States, George Bush, who battles bonefish with his longtime Keys’ friends, the visitors come year-round. They fish, they scuba dive, they sightsee, they eat seafood, they party, they relax, and some of them stay for good. The Overseas Highway is dotted here and there with clusters of chain eateries and motels that make it look like any-strip-U.S.A. But no matter what kind of resorts are built and how many hamburger places go up, the very nature and location of the Florida Keys will keep them as distinctive from their mainland neighbor as when the Spanish first spotted them across the water.


FLORA 

One would need a whole book, or maybe several, to deal fairly with the flora of the Everglades and Keys. Fortunately, both the national park and the state parks, as well as bookstores, provide generous amounts of information to those who are captivated by the plants they discover in these botanically rich environments. The brief entries below can only provide a tantalizing mention of a few of the particular plants that one notices at first glance.

Though many plants are distinctive to the Everglades, one dominates above all others—the finely toothed, one- to two-foot bladed sedge commonly known as “saw grass.” It is saw grass that makes so much of the Everglades appear as a broad prairie, concealing the shallow freshwater river that runs through it. Green in all but very dry winter months, this saw grass is one of the oldest plant species on earth.

But though the saw grass dominates, the Everglades are rich in tropical and subtropical plant life, some found nowhere else on earth. Throughout the vast region, limestone ridges called hammocks rise like little islands in the river of grass, allowing trees to establish themselves above the water line and nourishing a wide variety of flora. Here grow the gumbo-limbo trees, royal palms, wild coffee, mastic, strangler fig, rare paurotis palms and huge mahogany trees. The gumbo-limbo tree is also known as the “tourist tree” because its peeling red bark resembles the skin of sunburned visitors. Air plants, including more than a dozen types of bromeliads, thrive among the trees of the hardwood hammocks. So do more than 20 species of wild orchids, some quite rare, and numerous species of exotic ferns and assorted vines.

It is the dwarf cypress, draped with ghostlike Spanish moss, that contributes to the mysterious aura of the Everglades. Despite their stunted size, some of these wispy trees are over a century old. They lose their leaves in the winter, making them appear dead, but they are the hardy survivors of the wetlands. The Everglades also contain forests of tall slash pines that are dependent on the natural, lightning-caused fires to keep their floors clear of undergrowth that might inhibit the young trees.

Periodically, hurricanes change the habitat in the Everglades. High winds shear off the leafy treetops, exposing the forest floor, which had been shaded from the blazing Florida sun. Low-lying plants such as orchids and ferns are slowly adapting to the sun, while fallen trees are regenerating from their remaining planted roots. This is an interesting time in the Everglades, a time of transition for much of its tropical life.

Along the coastal regions of the Everglades and throughout the Keys reside some of Florida’s true natives, the mangroves, or “walking trees.” Best known is the red mangrove, with its arched reddish roots sprawling out like spider’s legs where fresh and salt water meet. A little farther inland the black mangrove sends up its masses of tiny pneumatophores for breathing through the still brackish water. Behind them, the white mangrove and buttonwood thrive on hammocks with other tropical trees.

Mangroves reproduce in an unusual manner. Seeds sprout before they leave the tree to drop into the soft wet bottom or float on the tides to suitable locations where they catch hold and become the beginnings of new islands. Mangroves are useful as well as interesting, stabilizing fragile shorelines, catching the brunt of stormy waves, filtering water, serving as rookeries and shelter for birds and wildlife and supporting diverse marine life with their nutritious falling leaves.

The winds of Hurricane Andrew did the most damage to tall trees. The storm affected all of the large hammock trees, knocked down 20 to 40 percent of the slash pines and leveled 70,000 acres of mangrove forests. However, many of the fallen mangroves will survive, fed by the few roots that remain in the ground.

Plant life in the Keys, though much has succumbed to ever-growing development, has much in common with that of the Everglades. In the surviving natural regions grow gumbo-limbo trees, lignum vitae, West Indian mahogany, wild lime and tamarind, Jamaica dogwood and other tropical residents of the hardwood hammocks. Mangroves also abound, creating new keys and enlarging old ones. In the transition zones just above the mangroves can be found the evergreen sea grape, the toxic poisonwood tree, mahoe and cat claw. The slash pine forests of Big Pine Key gave the island its name.

Many of the plants and trees of the Everglades and Keys arrived from the West Indies and beyond, transported on the waves and currents of the sea. Other exotics were brought in by well-meaning (one assumes) settlers and residents. Most notorious of these transplants is the Australian pine (not a true pine) that, though lovely, especially when the wind sings through its branches, has crowded out many native plants and upset natural ecosystems. Many scientists are worried that Hurricane Andrew’s winds brought in more exotic seedlings that will further overtake the native plants. Tropical fruits, as well as the vast but succulent vegetable farms, have also sometimes flourished at the expense of nature’s balance, since they require chemical fertilizers and insecticides for their survival and our dining tables.


FAUNA 

An abundance of wildlife resides in the unique subtropical environment of the Everglades. Some species here face extinction, the South Florida wetlands being their only remaining protected home. High on the endangered list is the Florida panther, a rare, seldom seen gray cougar whose number has been reduced to an estimated several dozen, due to the continued loss of habitat. Threatened, too, is the gentle manatee—the harmless, bulky “sea cow”—victim of motorboat propellers and abandoned fishing tackle. Though alligators are the most familiar and easily observed residents of the Everglades, their cousin, the crocodile, struggles for survival in a dwindling habitat (see “Alligators and Crocodiles” in Chapter Two). Facing uncertain futures, too, are the loggerhead and green sea turtles.

But many residents of the region thrive in healthy numbers. Winter’s dry season, when they gather at shrinking water holes, is the best time to see them. Exceedingly common, especially around the campgrounds, are the opossum and the raccoon, a paler, smaller creature than his northern cousin. Bobcats appear with some regularity and can sometimes be heard howling on spring and summer nights. White-tailed deer roam freely. The nine-banded armadillo, a native of the Southwest and Central America, has found Florida, including the western Everglades, to be a comfortable home.

Many semiaquatic mammals thrive in the watery environment of the Everglades. Chief among these are the elusive river otter, the endangered Everglades mink, the protected round-tailed muskrat and the marsh rabbit, whose short-eared head is occasionally spied as he pops up on his hind legs on a raised piece of ground to survey his territory.

As one discovers with so much of this subtropical region, it is the visitor who takes plenty of time to explore and examine things closely who reaps the rewards. This certainly applies to those in search of wildlife, for a whole world of miniature creatures resides among the hammocks and prairies. Speedy little lizards of many varieties, colorful grasshoppers and the multi-hued Liguus tree snail, as different from one another as snowflakes, are only a sampling of the tiny animals who reside in this distinctive environment. The apple snail is another important resident, being the sole food of the Everglades kite. Photographers find the yellow-and-black zebra butterfly a photogenic delight. The princess of the hardwood hammocks may well be the harmless, showy golden orb weaver, a large female spider whose huge, spectacular webs are so strong that the silk was once used for cross hairs in guns and surveyor’s instruments.

Protected natural areas of the Keys are home to many of the creatures that also reside in the Everglades, but the Keys also claim some species unique to these isolated islands. It is believed that some are the genetically changed descendants of creatures who crossed the once low dry land that is now Florida Bay. When the water rose for the last time, they were isolated forever and slowly changed, adapting to their new environment.

Most famous is the tiny Key deer, a miniature subspecies of the mainland white-tailed deer. Residing mainly on Big Pine Key, where they are protected, they are also thinly scattered over more than a dozen other smaller islands. Distinctive, too, are the Lower Keys cotton rat, the Cudjoe Key rice rat, the Vaca Key raccoon, resident of the red mangrove hammocks, and the Key Largo wood rat and cotton mouse who, like the deer, are smaller than their mainland cousins. The endangered Schaus swallowtail butterfly appears occasionally on Key Largo.

Among the reptiles distinctive to the Keys are the mud turtle, the mangrove terrapin and the Florida Keys mole slink, a unique lizard. The Florida Keys ribbon snake, the Big Pine Key ringneck and several distinctive rat snakes also make their homes only on certain islands. A small family of alligators reside in the freshwater pool on Big Pine Key.

Some of the region’s most interesting animals reside in the sea. Chief among these are the bottle-nosed dolphin (see “Days of the Dolphins” in Chapter Three) and many species of shark, one of the oldest creatures on earth. Manatees, once abundant in the Keys, are still spotted occasionally. Thirty mollusks, including the two-color crown conch, are among the endemic invertebrates of the Keys. The great reef that lies beneath the waters of the Atlantic Ocean, parallel to the Keys, is also made up of innumerable animals. For divers and snorkelers and passengers of glass-bottom boats, the reef presents a whole distinctive world of wildlife (see “Kingdoms Under the Sea” in Chapter Three).


BIRDS 

More than 300 species of birds, natives of both the temperate and tropical zones, take up either temporary or permanent residence in the Everglades/Keys region each year. Though the bird population is impressive indeed, it hardly rivals the flocks that caused John James Audubon to feel so astonished, a century-and-a-half ago, that he and his party “could for a while scarcely believe our eyes.” Later visitors who crossed the state following the opening of the Tamiami Trail still recall having to wash their cars at the end of the trip, so thick were the birds overhead. Sadly, a big decrease in bird population came about when trendsetters convinced ladies that it was high fashion to wear bird feathers on their bonnets. Flamingos and great white herons and snowy egrets were slaughtered mercilessly; even pelicans and least terns could not escape.

If, as we are sometimes told, 90 percent of the birds in the region are gone, entering the Everglades must have once been an incredible experience, for even the remaining ten percent that soar through the air, perch in the trees and stalk the shallow waters guarantee rewards for even the most casual birdwatcher. In cooler months, one can observe a wide variety without leaving paved paths and roads. Even the uncommon and beautiful roseate spoonbill can sometimes be seen near Flamingo Lodge on the southern tip of the Everglades or among the mangrove shallows beside Route 1 on Key Largo.

In winter, the prime season for birdwatching, endangered wood storks gather in trees along the Everglades park road and in Big Cypress to fish in the muddy shallows. With binoculars, visitors occasionally observe nesting bald eagles on little islands in Florida Bay and in the Lower Keys. White pelicans ride the winter waves in congenial groups near the Everglades shore.

Peregrine falcons may be spotted along the coasts in spring and fall on their long migrations between the Arctic and South America. Snail kites still nest in the park, and the Cape Sable seaside sparrow makes its exclusive home in the marshes of Big Cypress and the Everglades. And, of course, sea gulls and their assorted relatives, as well as brown pelicans, are part of the coastal scenery year-round.

The most visually exotic birds of the region are those that wade in the shallow waters, standing like beautiful sculptures for hours or stalking their prey with nary a ripple. Most impressive are the great white egrets and the great blue herons, elegant three- to four-foot-tall fishermen. Other easy-to-identify waders include the little blue heron, Louisiana heron, limpkin and the rarer reddish egret. White ibis are common and easy to identify as they bob their bills in and out of the shallows like needles on sewing machines. Magnificent frigate birds nest on the Marquesas Keys in early winter.

Easy to view, too, are many of the water birds, such as purple gallinules, grebes, bitterns, moorhens and marsh hawks. As if they know they are expected to be there, anhingas slice through the water for fish, then  hang themselves out to dry in the trees along Anhinga Trail in the Everglades. Cormorants, too, are expert underwater fishermen, darting through the water in great haste and disappearing below the surface for remarkably long periods. On Bush Key, east of Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas, nesting sooty terns from the Caribbean Sea and West Africa are joined by brown noddies and other exotic species in one of the nation’s great wildlife spectacles.

Birds of prey include the endangered eagles and snail kites, as well as the swallow-tailed kite and several varieties of hawks, falcons and vultures. Ospreys are especially accommodating to birdwatchers, often building their bulky nests and raising their families on the tops of power poles beside busy Route 1 in the Keys.

Migratory birds, including numerous songbirds, make regularly scheduled visits to the Keys and Everglades. For example, indigo buntings, bobolinks and redstarts appear in the spring. Wintering raptors move in around October. Red-breasted mergansers drop in for their winter stay around November. Prairie warblers, cardinals and common yellowthroats reside in the hardwood hammocks year-round.

Most parks and wildlife refuges provide complete bird lists detailing which species one can expect to observe in a particular region each season of the year. A good bird book is a handy tool for anyone visiting this unique region where one can spot so many species seldom found anywhere else in the country.


NATURAL HABITATS 

The Everglades and the Florida Keys contain a variety of habitats, some shared and some distinctive to each region. In this flat, low-lying world, very slight differences in elevation, even an inch or two, can create a dramatic contrast between one area and another. Infinitesimal changes, such as water salinity, can cause striking differences in local microclimates. In this region, human-designed changes—particularly those affecting water supplies—have had devastating effects on the homes and habits of resident wildlife.

The casual visitor to this portion of South Florida can easily learn to recognize a variety of basic habitats:

 

Pinelands are located on slightly elevated limestone outcroppings of the Everglades and on Big Pine Key and nearby islands. These slash pine forests are dependent on occasional fires to keep them clear of competing undergrowth.

 

Saw Grass Prairies, dominating the Everglades, consist of hundreds of thousands of acres of grasslike sedge and many other grasses through which the freshwater “river of grass” flows almost imperceptibly from Lake Okeechobee and other northern water sources to the sea.

 

Hardwood Hammocks, rising to as much as three feet, are islands in the “river of grass” on which thrive jungly collections of mahogany, strangler figs, gumbo-limbo, various palms and other trees. This is also where animals find refuge in high-water times.

Heads, soggy leafy mounds that grow clumps of trees, are often named for their individual dominant tree, such as “coco heads” or “cypress heads.”

 

Dwarf Cypress Forests are collections of small, hardy, moss-draped deciduous trees. These open areas of stunted, scattered bald cypress develop where marl and muds build up in solution holes, dissolved cavities in the limestone bed.

 

Coastal Prairies, appearing like deserts near the sea, are lowlands featuring salt-tolerant plants such as yucca, agave and varieties of cactus.

 

Mangrove Estuaries are found on the western edge of the Everglades, the Ten Thousand Islands, in Florida Bay and on many of the Florida Keys. These estuaries are ever-enlarging collections of salt-tolerant trees that serve as barriers against high seas, residences for microscopic life crucial to the food chain, and rookeries and homes for wildlife.

 

Freshwater Sloughs, slow-moving, marshy freshwater rivers, serve as reservoirs that are crucial to the region’s animals and plants during the dry seasons.

 

Transition Zones, located between the tidal wetlands and hammocks, are dryland regions that, like the coastal prairies, grow only salt-tolerant vegetation. Beside cacti and unusual shrubs, the area is host to joe-wood, silver palm and various orchids and bromeliads.

 

Rockland Zones, found on a number of islands, are harsh coastal areas lying between the mangroves and the transition zones and home to buttonwood and saltwort and a few other hardy survivors.

Underwater habitats are an important part of South Florida. These include the following:

 

Marine Estuaries, crucial spawning grounds for many types of marine life, harbor abundant varieties of wildlife and, in the Everglades, can be best experienced by canoe.

 

Florida Bay, the shallow waters between the tip of the mainland and the Keys, contains about one-third of the national park, including many refuges for nesting and shore birds; manatees, dolphins, turtles, sharks and fish ply the waters.

 

Sea Grass Beds, highly productive areas of turtle, manatee and Cuban shoal grasses, serve as nursery and feeding grounds for numerous species of fish and invertebrates.

 

Mud Flats, lining the mangrove hammocks and rocky shores of many islands on both the ocean and bay sides, are flooded at high tide and exposed at low, attracting many shore and wading birds to dine on their supplies of worms, mollusks and fish.

 

Coral Reefs, considered one of the most complex of all ecosystems, are “underwater gardens” made up of soft animals with hard, stony skeletons. As they die, their skeletal remains become a three-dimensional habitat for thousands of animals and plants ranging from microscopic to gigantic (see “Kingdoms Under the Sea” in Chapter Three).




WHEN TO GO 


SEASONS 

The subtropical Everglades and Florida Keys are warm, aquatic lands with a climate much like the islands of the Caribbean. Winter low temperatures in South Florida average around 60°F with average highs in the upper 70s. Summer average high temperatures reach near 90°, with average lows in the comfortable mid-70s.

There are basically two seasons in this region of far South Florida—winter and summer, or “dry” and “wet.” While the Keys, thanks to cooling ocean breezes, are reasonably comfortable year-round, the Everglades are chiefly a winter destination. Winter, which is the dry season, brings droughts of varying degrees to the Everglades. Mosquito populations drop to their lowest, and birds and wildlife gather at watering holes, to the delight of park rangers and visitors alike. Cold fronts from the north can bring occasional frosts to the Everglades, but generally the weather is mild and comfortable.

In the summer, the rains come, completing the annual cycle of drought and flood so necessary to Everglades survival. Great storm clouds gather to drench the land in spectacular afternoon electrical storms that replenish the region and bring welcome relief from hot, humid, steamy days. Biting insects thrive, keeping all but the most hardy visitor from exploring the interior Everglades in summer.

Hurricanes, though they can be devastating, need not keep one away during the fall. Usually developing in September, hurricanes have also been known to occur much later. (Ironically, the worst storm in decades, Hurricane Andrew, which struck in 1992, occurred in August.) Unlike many other weather phenomena, hurricanes come with plenty of warning, allowing visitors either to batten down or depart for inland locations.

Winter is usually balmy and dry. Key West has never seen a frost. Though the Keys can get hot on summer afternoons, sea breezes keep the region tolerably comfortable for visitors. Welcome summer rains also cool things off from time to time. Downpours begin and end quickly, with little warning, seldom stopping daily activity. The Keys, long a warm haven for winter-weary northerners, are becoming more and more a year-round destination.




CALENDAR OF EVENTS 

JANUARY

Islamorada The Cheeca Lodge Annual Presidential Sailfish Tournament  is a fishing competition with an emphasis on the billfish-tagging program. It includes dinner and an awards banquet and is dedicated to preserving the environment of the Florida Keys.

Key West The Key West Literary Seminar celebrates the island’s famous role as residence to American literary luminaries with a four-day event featuring a different theme each year. The Annual Key West Craft Show is a two-day street fair featuring craftspeople from all over the country. A three-month feast of events celebrating the island’s rich heritage,  Old Island Days features house and garden tours, concerts, plays, flower shows, sidewalk art festivals and other happenings from January to March.

 

FEBRUARY

Everglades Thousands gather in Everglades City for the Everglades Seafood Festival featuring arts and crafts booths, country music entertainment and, of course, lots of tasty seafood.

 

MARCH

Marathon The Original Marathon Seafood Festival celebrates the wondrous variety of seafood cuisine. There are live bands and children’s rides along with savory samples of oysters, shrimps, lobsters and crab legs.

Key West Shell blowers participate in the Conch Shell Blowing Contest.

 

APRIL

Marathon and Key West Runners set out for a “marathon” dash over the sea in the annual Seven Mile Bridge Run, with fun and frivolity following in Key West at the Conch Republic Independence Celebration.

Key West The Conch Republic Independence Celebration includes such tongue-in-cheek events as raising conch colors at Fort Zachary Taylor State Historic Site, electing the royal family, crafts show and food fest, pedicab races and loads and loads of parties.

 

MAY

Marathon Under the dark of the moon, anglers from all walks of life compete in the Annual Marathon International Tarpon Tournament.

Lower Keys and Key West The annual Key West Fishing Tournament  is an seven-month-long event with nine divisions and is held throughout the Lower Keys.

 

JUNE

Key West Get in touch with the Keys’ Latin heritage at the Cuban American Heritage Festival, complete with a fishing tournament, silent auction and conga line. PrideFest showcases the depth and diversity of talent in the gay community—tea dances, plays, films, performance art and musical events.

 

JULY

Lower Keys Divers glide among the coral heads at Looe Key National Marine Sanctuary while listening to an underwater broadcast of classical, semiclassical and contemporary music at the Underwater Music Festival benefitting marine preservation.

Key West Storytelling, arm-wrestling, fishing tournaments and look-alike contests highlight the week-long Hemingway Days, honoring the memory and the works of the island’s most famous literary figure.

 

AUGUST

Key West The Key West Lobsterfest celebrates the crustacean with a street fair, live music and a lobster cook-off. Or, learn a thing or two about wine while feasting on countless dishes from around the world at the Key West Food & Wine Festival.

 

SEPTEMBER

Marathon Stalking the elusive bonefish in his shallow-water haunts draws anglers to the Marathon International Bonefish Tournament.

Key West WomenFest, one of the largest lesbian events in the world, draws more several thousand women to an activity-packed week of tea dances, wine-tasting dinners, book signings and more.

 

OCTOBER

Islamorada Complimentary boat rides whisk visitors back 150 years during the Indian Key Festival for tours of the little island town-site destroyed by Indians in 1840. A large group of women showcase their flyfishing techniques at the Casting for Cats Women’s Backcountry Tournament.

Key West Acclaimed for color, creativity and more than just a touch of satire, the ten-day-long Fantasy Fest is Key West’s answer to Rio’s Carnaval and New Orleans’ Mardi Gras.

 

NOVEMBER

Key Largo Harry Harris Park hosts the Island Jubilee, which features arts and crafts, live entertainment, cardboard boat races and a barbecue competition.

Key West The Pirates in Paradise Festival brings ten days of swashbuckling fun with nautical excursions, pirate-raid re-enactments and a film festival.

Islamorada Everyday fishermen team up with film stars, sports figures and famous fishing guides during the Islamorada Redbone Fishing Tournament (part of a series of tournaments) for a weekend of redfish and bonefish angling and social events benefitting the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation.

 

DECEMBER

Everglades South Florida ethnic groups join together at the Miccosukee Indian Village for the Annual Indian Arts Festival.

Key Largo Mariners trim their boats with holiday decorations for the  Key Largo Holiday Boat Parade along Blackwater Sound.

Lower Keys Local and national artists exhibit their talents at the Big Pine & The Lower Keys Island Art Fair on Big Pine Key.




BEFORE YOU GO 


VISITORS CENTERS 

Each chapter of this book lists the chambers of commerce and/or visitors centers that provide tourist and travel information.

EVERGLADES NATIONAL PARK ✉Information: Ernest Coe Visitor Center, Everglades National Park, 40001 State Road 9336, Homestead, FL 33034 [image: 031]305-242-7700  [image: 032]www.nps.gov/ever You can obtain materials on the Everglades National Park by contacting this visitor center.

FLORIDA KEYS [image: 033]800-352-5397 [image: 034]www.fla-keys.com Call this number if you require information on the Keys.

VISIT FLORIDA [image: 035]888-735-2872 [image: 036]www.visitflorida.com For a free copy of the Florida Vacation Guide, contact this travel department.


PACKING 

Unless you plan to spend your time in South Florida dining in ultra-deluxe restaurants, you’ll need much less in your suitcase than you might think. For most trips, all you’ll have to pack in the way of clothing are some shorts, lightweight shirts or tops, cool slacks or skirts, a hat for protection from the sun, a pair of quality sunglasses, a couple of bathing suits and coverups, and something very casual for any special event that might call for dressing up.

The rest of your luggage space can be devoted to a few essentials that should not be forgotten (unless you prefer to shop on arrival). These include good sunscreens and some insect repellent, especially if you are traveling in the summer or heading into the Everglades, even in winter. If stinging jellyfish are a concern, take along a small container of a papain-type meat tenderizer. It won’t keep them away, but it will ease the pain should you fall victim.

In summer especially, be sure to take along an umbrella or light raincoat for the sudden showers that can pop out of nowhere. In winter, a sweater or light jacket can be welcome on occasional cool evenings.

Good soft, comfortable, lightweight shoes for sightseeing are a must. Despite its tropical gentleness, South Florida terrain doesn’t treat bare feet well except on rare sandy shores or beside a pool. Sturdy sandals will do well unless you are hiking into the Everglades and other wilderness areas. For these forays, you may need lightweight boots or canvas shoes you don’t mind wading in. Surf mocs, inexpensive and extremely handy, are another good choice.

Serious scuba divers and snorkelers will probably want to bring their own gear, but it’s certainly not essential. Underwater equipment of all sorts is available for rent throughout the Keys. Fishing gear is also often available for rent.

Campers will need basic cooking equipment and can make out fine with only a lightweight sleeping bag or cot and a tent with bug-proof screens and a ground cloth. Because soil is sparse in many campgrounds, stakes that can penetrate rock are a must. A canteen, first-aid kit, insect repellent, flashlight and other routine camping gear should be brought along.

Be sure to take along a camera; South Florida sunsets are sensational. Binoculars and a magnifying glass enhance any exploration of natural areas. If you plan to take night walks any distance from the lodge in the Everglades National Park, you will need a flashlight. And don’t, for heaven’s sake, forget your copy of Hidden Florida Keys & Everglades.


LODGING 

Lodgings in South Florida run the gamut from tiny old-fashioned cabins to glistening highrise hotels. Bed and breakfasts are scarce, except in Key West and a few other isolated locations. Chain motels line most main thoroughfares in populous areas, and mom-and-pop enterprises still successfully vie for lodgers in every region. Large hotels with names you’d know anywhere appear in the few centers of size. Schmaltziest of all are the upscale resorts. Here one can drop in almost from the sky and never have to leave the grounds. In fact, you can take in all the sports, dining, nightlife, shopping and entertainment needed to make a vacation complete, although you may miss a fair amount of authentic South Florida.

Other lodgings, such as historic inns that haven’t been too spruced up or guest houses where you can eat breakfast with the handful of other visitors, offer plenty of local personality. Be forewarned that a “waterfront” room can mean bay, lake, inlet or even a channel. A few guest houses in Key West cater exclusively to gays. Whatever your preference and budget, you can probably find something to suit your taste with the help of the regional chapters of this book. Remember, rooms are scarce and prices are high in the winter tourist season. Summer rates are often drastically reduced in many places, allowing for a week’s, or even a month’s stay to be a real bargain.

FLORIDA HOTEL NETWORK [image: 037]800-293-2419 [image: 038]www.floridahotels.com  [image: 039]info@floridahotels.com If you’d like some help with lodging reservations, contact this network. This resource offers bookings throughout the state including the Keys and Everglades.

Accommodations in this book are organized by region and classified according to price. Rates referred to are for the high season, so if you are looking for low-season bargains, it’s good to inquire. Budget ($) lodgings generally are less than $80 per night for a standard double and are satisfactory but modest. Moderately ($$) priced lodgings run from $80 to $120; what they have to offer in the way of luxury will depend on where they are located. At deluxe-priced ($$$) accommodations, you can expect to spend between $120 and $200 for a homey bed and breakfast or a double in a hotel or resort. In hotels of this price you’ll generally find spacious rooms with a dressing room, a fashionable lobby, a restaurant  and often a bar or nightclub. Ultra-deluxe ($$$$) facilities begin at $200 for a double and are a region’s finest, offering plenty of extras.

If you crave a room facing the sea, ask specifically. If you are trying to save money, lodgings a block or so from the water often offer lower rates than those on the edge of the sea.


DINING 

With saltwater on three sides of the Everglades and all sides of the Keys, seafood certainly tops the list of South Florida foods. Add to the saltwater fare freshwater delights from the meandering streams, dark ponds and canals of the Everglades and your fish and shellfish menu has expanded beyond all expectations. Grouper, yellowfin tuna, dolphin (mahimahi), shrimp, spiny lobster and stone crab are only a sampling of the fruits of local seas that offer particular specialties in every season. From freshwater sources come largemouth bass, catfish and delicate panfish of all sorts. Each region has its own particular specialties, such as fried alligator tail, soft-shell terrapin and frogs’ legs in the Everglades and spicy conch chowder and fritters down through the Keys.

No matter where you live, you may have partaken of South Florida’s abundant winter produce. Fat red strawberries, long green beans, prize-winning peppers and tomatoes grow in abundance in the Homestead area. Citrus fruits, from easily peeled tangerines to sweet grapefruit, are abundant in the winter months. Exotic fruits also join the list of South Florida produce, familiar ones such as mangos, avocados and papayas and lesser-known zapotes, lychees and guavas.

Conch chowder also has its experts and its history. Queen conchs were once abundant in the Keys and used in all sorts of dishes. Now endangered in the U.S., conchs are imported from the Caribbean. Conch chowder is still the favored preparation. Conch is also prepared raw, marinated, in fritters or “cracked” (pounded, dredged in cracker meal and fried).

American Indian and ethnic foods have also influenced dining throughout the Everglades and Keys. The Miccosukee Indians along the Tamiami Trail serve pumpkin and fry breads and special Indian burgers and tacos. The Keys’ Cuban heritage is reflected in such popular dishes as black beans and rice, picadillo (a ground beef dish with capers and raisins), lechón (roast pork prepared with garlic and citrus fruits) and plátanos (fried bananas).

Within a particular chapter, restaurants are categorized geographically, with each restaurant entry describing the establishment according to price. Restaurants listed offer lunch and dinner unless otherwise noted. Dinner entrées at budget ($) restaurants usually cost $10 or less. The ambience is informal, service usually speedy. Moderate-priced ($$) eateries charge between $10 and $20 for dinner; surroundings are casual but pleasant, the menu offers more variety and the pace is usually slower. Deluxe ($$$) establishments tab their entrées above $20;  cuisines may be simple or sophisticated, depending on the location, but the service is more personalized. Ultra-deluxe ($$$$) dining rooms, where entrées begin at $30, are often the gourmet places; menus may be large or small, though the ambience is almost always casual.

Some restaurants change hands often and are occasionally closed in low season. Efforts have been made in this book to include places with established reputations for good eating. Breakfast and lunch menus vary less in price from restaurant to restaurant than evening dinners. Even deluxe establishments often offer light breakfasts and lunch specialties that place them in or near the budget range.


TRAVELING WITH CHILDREN 

Plenty of family adventures are available in South Florida, from manmade attractions to experiences in the wild. A few guidelines will help in making travel with children a pleasure. Book reservations in advance, making sure that those places accept children. If you need a crib or extra cot, arrange for it ahead of time. A travel agent can be of help here, as well as with most other travel plans.

If you are traveling by air, try to reserve bulkhead seats where there is plenty of room. Take along extras you may need, such as diapers, changes of clothing, snacks and toys or small games. If your child has a favorite stuffed animal or blanket, keep it handy.

When traveling by car, be sure to take along the extras, too. Often a simple picnic or a fast-food place with a playground works best at lunch or suppertime, so children can run and stretch their legs. Restaurant dining can turn into a hassle after long hours in the car; it’s better to let them have a romp with a peanut butter sandwich in hand.

A first-aid kit is a must for any trip. Along with adhesive bandages, antiseptic cream and something to stop itching, include any medicines your pediatrician might recommend to treat allergies, colds, diarrhea or any chronic problems your child may have.

Make sure you have plenty of water and juices to drink; dehydration can be a subtle problem, especially in a subtropical climate.

If you plan to spend much time at the beach, take extra care the first few days. Children’s skin is usually tenderer than adults’, and severe sunburn can happen before you realize it. A hat is a good idea, along with a reliable sunblock. And be sure to keep a constant eye on children who are near any water.

For parents’ night out, many hotels provide a dependable list of babysitters. In some areas you may find drop-in child care centers; look in the  Yellow Pages for these, and make sure you choose ones that are licensed.

Many towns, parks and attractions offer special activities designed just for children. Consult local newspapers and/or phone the numbers in this guide to see what’s happening when you’re there.


SENIOR TRAVELERS 

As millions have discovered, South Florida is an ideal place for older vacationers, many of whom turn into part-time or full-time residents. The climate is mild, the terrain level, and many places offer significant discounts for seniors. Off-season rates make the Florida Keys exceedingly attractive for travelers on limited incomes. Florida residents over 65 can benefit from reduced rates at most state parks. The federal government’s  America the Beautiful-National Parks and Federal Lands Senior Pass allows free admission for the pass holder plus all passengers in a non-commercial vehicle (or three additional adults at per-person entrances). Apply for one in person at any national park unit that charges an entrance fee. Many private sightseeing attractions also offer significant discounts for seniors.

AARP ✉601 E Street NW, Washington, DC 20049 888-687-2277 [image: 040]www.aarp.org  The American Association of Retired Persons (AARP) offers membership to anyone over 50. AARP’s benefits include travel discounts with a number of firms.

ELDERHOSTEL ✉11 Avenue de Lafayette, Boston, MA 02111 [image: 041]877-426-8056  [image: 042]www.elderhostel.org This organization offers reasonably priced, all-inclusive educational programs in many Florida locations—including Homestead, Key Largo and Key West—throughout the year.

 

Be extra careful about health matters. Bring along any medications you ordinarily use, together with the prescriptions for obtaining more. Consider carrying a medical record with you—including your medical history and current medical status as well as your doctor’s name, phone number and address. Make sure that your insurance covers you away from home.


DISABLED TRAVELERS 

The state of Florida is striving to make more destinations fully accessible to travelers with disabilities.

Everglades National Park (see Chapter Two) has many facilities, including short trails, that are accessible to travelers with disabilities.

MOSSREHAB RESOURCENET ✉MossRehab Hospital, 1200 West Tabor Road, Philadelphia, PA 19141 [image: 043]215-456-9900 [image: 044]www.mossresourcenet.org This online resource has travel information for those with disabilities.

SOCIETY FOR ACCESSIBLE TRAVEL & HOSPITALITY [image: 045]347 5th Avenue #610, New York, NY 10016 [image: 046]212-447-7284 [image: 047]www.sath.org The Society for Accessible Travel & Hospitality (SATH) is an organization that can provide information.

FLYING WHEELS TRAVEL ✉143 West Bridge Street, Owatonna, MN 55060  [image: 048]507-451-5005, 877-451-5006 [image: 049]www.flyingwheelstravel.com This travel resource specializes in trip packages for the disabled.

TRAVELIN’ TALK ✉P.O. Box 1796, Wheat Ridge, CO 80034 [image: 050]303-232-2979  [image: 051]www.travelintalk.net This networking organization also provides information.

ACCESS-ABLE TRAVEL SOURCE [image: 052]303-232-2979 [image: 053]www.access-able.com This organization has worldwide travel information online.


WOMEN TRAVELING ALONE 

Traveling solo grants an independence and freedom different from that of traveling with a partner, but single travelers are more vulnerable to crime and should take additional precautions.

It’s unwise to hitchhike and probably best to avoid inexpensive accommodations on the outskirts of town; the money saved does not outweigh the risk. Bed and breakfasts, youth hostels and YWCAs are generally your safest bet for lodging, and they also foster an environment ideal for bonding with fellow travelers.

Keep all valuables well-hidden and clutch cameras and purses tightly. Avoid late-night treks or strolls through undesirable parts of town, but if you find yourself in this situation, continue walking with a confident air until you reach a safe haven. A fierce scowl never hurts.

These hints should by no means deter you from seeking out adventure. Wherever you go, stay alert, use your common sense and trust your instincts. If you are hassled or threatened in some way, never be afraid to call for assistance. It’s also a good idea to carry change for a phone call and to know a number to call in case of emergency.

 

For more helpful hints, get a copy of Safety and Security for Women Who Travel (Travelers’ Tales).

HELPLINE, INC. [image: 054]305-296-4357, 800-273-4558 If you are hassled or threatened in some way, never be afraid to scream for assistance. In Key West, this 24-hour hotline can provide information and referrals.


GAY & LESBIAN TRAVELERS 

At the tip of Florida floats the island of Key West, a casual, comfortable getaway. Old Town is the center of this gay scene, replete with guesthouses, restaurants, stores and nightspots. The gay community lent a big hand in reviving Key West’s historic district. (See “Key West Gay Scene” in Chapter Four.)

KEY WEST BUSINESS GUILD ✉513 Truman Avenue [image: 055]800-535-7797, 305-294-4603 [image: 056]www.gaykeywestfl.com A great source of Key West information for gay and lesbian travelers is this business guild, which offers materials on bars, weddings, events, accommodations, as well as a great map and directory.

GAY & LESBIAN COMMUNITY CENTER ✉1513 Truman Avenue  [image: 057]305-292-3223 [image: 058]www.glcckeywest.org Another of Key West’s central clearinghouses for gay and lesbian visitors, and located in the same building  as the Key West Business Guild, is this community center. It’s a friendly relaxed gathering place that hosts a free internet café and offers information, referrals, literature and suggestions of what to do and where to go.

CONTAX GUIDE [image: 059]305-757-6333 For a weekly rundown on the trendiest nightspots in Florida, pick up Contax at any gay club; it serves the entire state (and other states, too).

HOTSPOTS [image: 060]954-928-1862 [image: 061]www.hotspotsmagazine.com This magazine covers weekly nightlife and entertainment in Key West, South Beach and Fort Lauderdale.

 

TWN ✉901 Northeast 79th Street, Miami [image: 062]305-757-6333 The Weekly News (TWN) focuses on the South Florida scene (including the Keys). In it you’ll find news and features pertaining to the gay community. Can’t think of anything to do? They also have a comprehensive events listing. You can pick up a copy at many Key West guesthouses.

HELPLINE, INC. [image: 063]305-296-4357, 800-273-4558 In Key West, Helpline is a 24-hour crisis and general information line benefitting the Keys area.

FLORIDA HOTEL NETWORK [image: 064]800-293-2419 [image: 065]www.floridahotels.com  For help booking a variety of accommodations, call this lodging network.


FOREIGN TRAVELERS 

PASSPORTS AND VISAS Foreign visitors need a passport and tourist visa to enter the United States. Furthermore, tighter U.S. Department of Homeland Security regulations now mandate that all those traveling to the U.S. by air, land or sea, including U.S. citizens, must show a valid passport to enter or reenter the U.S. Contact your nearest United States Embassy or Consulate well in advance to obtain a visa and to check on any other entry requirements.

CUSTOMS REQUIREMENTS Foreign travelers are allowed to carry in the following: 200 cigarettes (1 carton), 50 cigars or 2 kilograms (4.4 pounds) of smoking tobacco; one liter of alcohol for personal use only (you must be 21 years of age to bring in alcohol); and US$100 worth of duty-free gifts that can include an additional quantity of 100 cigars. You may bring in any amount of currency, but must fill out a form if you bring in over US$10,000. Carry any prescription drugs in clearly marked containers. (You may have to produce a written prescription or doctor’s statement for the custom’s officer.) Meat or meat products, seeds, plants, fruits and narcotics are not allowed to be brought into the United States.

United States Customs and Border Protection ✉1300 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Washington, DC 20229 [image: 066]202-927-6724 [image: 067]www.cbp.gov Contact the United States Customs Department for further information.

DRIVING If you plan to rent a car, an international driver’s license should be obtained before arriving in the United States. Some car rental agencies require both a foreign license and an international driver’s license.  Many also require a lessee to be at least 25 years of age; all require a major credit card. Seat belts are mandatory for the driver and all passengers. Children under the age of six or under 60 pounds should be in the back seat in approved child-safety restraints.

CURRENCY United States money is based on the dollar. Bills come in denominations of $1, $5, $10, $20, $50 and $100. Every dollar is divided into 100 cents. Coins are the penny (1 cent), nickel (5 cents), dime (10 cents) and quarter (25 cents). Half-dollar and dollar coins are rarely used. You may not use foreign currency to purchase goods and services in the United States. Consider buying traveler’s checks in dollar amounts. You may also use credit cards affiliated with an American company such as Interbank, Barclay Card and American Express.

ELECTRICITY AND ELECTRONICS Electric outlets use currents of 110 volts, 60 cycles. To operate appliances made for other electrical systems, you need a transformer or other adapter. Travelers who use laptop computers for telecommunication should be aware that modem configurations for U.S. telephone systems may be different from their European counterparts. Similarly, the U.S. format for videotapes is different from that in Europe; National Park Service visitors centers and other stores that sell souvenir videos often have them available in European format on request.

WEIGHTS AND MEASURES The United States uses the English system of weights and measures. American units and their metric equivalents are: 1 inch = 2.5 centimeters; 1 foot (12 inches) = 0.3 meter; 1 yard (3 feet) = 0.9 meter; 1 mile (5280 feet) = 1.6 kilometers; 1 ounce = 28 grams; 1 pound (16 ounces) = 0.45 kilogram; 1 quart (liquid) = 0.9 liter.




OUTDOOR ADVENTURES 


CAMPING 

South Florida offers a wide variety of camping opportunities, from primitive camping in wilderness areas to recreational vehicle parks that resemble fashionable resorts without the condos. Campgrounds in the Florida Keys are often crowded, with sites very close together. For a listing of all the state parks and recreation areas, with information on making reservations, send for the Florida State Park Guide (Department of Environmental Protection, Division of Recreation and Parks, 3900 Commonwealth Boulevard, Mail Station 49, Tallahassee, FL 32399-3000; 850-245-2118; www.dep.state.fl.us/parks).

EVERGLADES NATIONAL PARK ✉40001 State Road 9336, Homestead, FL 33034 [image: 068]305-242-7700 [image: 069]www.nps.gov/ever This park will send you information on both developed and wilderness camping within the Everglades.

BIG CYPRESS NATIONAL PRESERVE ✉HCR61 Box 110, Ochopee, FL 34141 [image: 070]239-695-1201 [image: 071]www.nps.gov/bicy Big Cypress has information on primitive camping opportunities within the preserve.

BISCAYNE NATIONAL PARK ✉9700 Southwest 328th Street, Homestead, FL 33033 [image: 072]305-230-7275 [image: 073]www.nps.gov/bisc Permits are required for some of the primitive campsites located on keys within this national park.

FLORIDA ASSOCIATION OF RV PARKS AND CAMPGROUNDS  ✉1340 Vickers Drive, Tallahassee, FL 32303 [image: 074]850-562-7151 [image: 075]www.floridacamping.com This organization puts out an annual Florida Camping Directory of over 200 private campgrounds and RV parks in the state. Local chambers of commerce will also have information on private campgrounds in the area.

 

An excellent book for visitors planning to camp in the state is Florida Parks, by Gerald Grow (Longleaf Publications).


PERMITS 

EVERGLADES NATIONAL PARK ✉40001 State Road 9336, Homestead, FL 33034 [image: 076]305-242-7700 Backcountry campsites in the Everglades National Park are accessible by boat, bicycle or foot. A free permit, issued on a first-come, first-served basis no more than 24 hours before the start of your trip, is required and may be obtained at the visitors centers.

BIG CYPRESS NATIONAL PRESERVE, BISCAYNE NATIONAL PARK Permits for wilderness exploration in Big Cypress National Preserve, Biscayne National Park and certain state parks may be obtained by contacting the individual sites, as found in the “Beaches & Parks” sections of the regional chapters of this book.


BOATING 

From paddleboat to cruise ship, just about every imaginable method of plowing the waters is available in South Florida. You can bring your own boat if you wish and travel the Intracoastal Waterway or laze away the day on a quiet inlet with a fishing pole. And if you have no boat, you can rent or charter a craft of just about any size or speed. Each chapter in this book offers suggestions on how to go about finding the vessel of your choice. Most marinas and other rental agencies will arm you with maps and advice.

FLORIDA FISH AND WILDLIFE CONSERVATION COMMISSION  ✉Office of Enforcement Planning and Policy, 620 South Meridian Street, Tallahassee,  ✉L 32399 [image: 077]850-245-2929 [image: 078]www.floridaconservation.org Boating regulations and safety information may be obtained from this state office.

OFFICE OF GREENWAYS AND TRAIL ✉325 John Knox Road, Building 500, Tallahassee, FL 32303 [image: 079]850-245-2052 [image: 080]www.floridagreenwaysandtrails.com  Canoeing is a popular sport in the western and southern Everglades and in several areas of the Keys. To obtain the Florida Recreational Trails System-Canoe Trails brochure, contact this office or print off trails from their website.

 

Because many interesting destinations are located offshore, tour boats and cruises are also available in numerous regions. A note of caution:  When swimming and boating, keep your eye on the weather. When there are electrical storms and high winds approaching, it’s time to head for dry land.


WATER SAFETY 

Few places match South Florida for the variety of water sports available. Swimming, scuba diving, snorkeling or just basking on a float are options wherever you can get to the shore. Drownings do occur now and then, but they can be avoided as long as one respects the power of the water, heeds appropriate warnings and uses good sense.

Wherever you swim or dive, never do it alone. Though the surf is seldom high in this region, should the wind whip up incoming waves, keep your face toward them. They can bring unpleasant surprises even to the initiated. If you get caught in a rip current or any tow that makes you feel out of control, don’t try to swim against it. Head with it or across it, paralleling the shore. Respect signs warning of undertows.

If you dive or snorkel, practice all the proper techniques and emergency procedures with an expert before starting out. Even professionals consider training updates to be essential for underwater safety. Always display a “Diver Down” flag when in the water, and avoid wearing shiny objects that might attract unwanted sea creatures. Check all equipment prior to any dive, and always dive into the current so it can help you on your return to your boat.

Jellyfish stings are commonly treated with papain-type meat tenderizers. If you go lobstering or crabbing or wading around in murky waters and where shellfish dwell, wear canvas shoes to protect your feet.

Remember, you are a guest in the sea. All rights belong to the creatures who dwell there, including sharks. Though they are rarely seen and seldom attack, they should be respected. A wise swimmer or diver simply heads unobtrusively for the shore or boat. On the other hand, if dolphins are cavorting in your area, don’t worry. Dolphins are equipped so as not to run into things, even you, and they may put on quite a show.

Life jackets are a must if you want your boating trip to end happily. This goes for canoes and kayaks as well as larger and faster craft. Don’t mix alcohol and water; excessive drinking is involved in over 50 percent of all drownings and boating accidents. Learn boating rules and obey them; collisions resulting from operator error and high speeds are the primary cause of boating injury.

And never, never take your eyes off a child who is near the water, no matter how calm conditions may appear.

Surrounded by so much water in South Florida, the best protection is to know how to swim, and to use your good sense.


WILDERNESS SAFETY 

Certain precautions should be taken whenever leaving the main roads and heading into wilderness regions, especially in the Everglades and  Big Cypress. First of all, be sure to let someone know your planned route and schedule before setting out. The biggest problem will likely be biting insects, especially mosquitoes, in all but the coolest winter months. Plenty of insect repellent, long-sleeved shirts, long pants and head covers are the best protection.

Learn to recognize poisonous plants, such as poison ivy, poisonwood and manchineel, so they can be avoided. Coral snakes, water moccasins and diamondback and pygmy rattlesnakes do reside in South Florida; by being alert and looking before exploring, you can usually avoid unpleasant encounters. When hiking off the trails, be careful of your footing. Sharp-edged rock, mucky soil and hidden holes can make walking tricky. Check with the individual parks and preserves concerning rules for fires and use of off-road vehicles.


FISHING 

No matter what the season of the year, the Everglades and Keys are an angler’s paradise. How you approach the sport is up to you. You can dangle a hook from a cane pole into a sluggish slough or chase bonefish off Islamorada or wrestle with a tarpon on the edge of the Gulf Stream. You can even harvest great rewards by casting your line off an abandoned bridge of the Overseas Highway. Of course, the best way to fish—unless you know you are going to eat your bounty—is by using catch-and-release methods. This way, you get the thrill of the catch and the rewarding experience of watching a carefully revived fish return to the wild.

Popular fishing of the Everglades includes both inland waters, where freshwater canals and ponds harbor impressive largemouth bass, black crappie, catfish and bream and other panfish, and the coastal waters of the Gulf of Mexico and Florida Bay. The most sought-after saltwater species here are trout, redfish and snapper.

Some areas of the national park are closed to fishing, so it is important to obtain a copy of the regulations from a visitors center or ranger station before dropping a hook.

 

A good resource is the monthly publication Florida Sportsman, found at marinas and bait-and-tackle shops; it features seasonal information and in-depth fishing articles.

Saltwater fishing in the Keys can be roughly divided into three types; reef fishing, offshore fishing (on the oceanside, beyond the reef and out into the Gulf Stream, or westward out on the Tortugas Banks) and inshore and “backcountry” fishing in the Gulf and Florida Bay.

Habitual area fishermen will tell you that there is enough variety in this region to keep you busy and learning for a lifetime, as well as something to catch every day of the year. In the spring, permit, tarpon and bonefish are abundant in the flats, and sharks move into shallow waters to spawn. Spring is also a good time for yellowfin tuna, white marlin, swordfish and snapper. The calm days of summer promise good  catches of dolphin (mahimahi). As fall days get cooler, action on the reef for snapper and grouper improves; permit, marlin, tuna, wahoo and the challenging bonefish are some autumn rewards. Kingfish show in big schools in the winter; grouper and mackerel fishing also gets underway then. Barracuda and Atlantic sailfish, along with many other species, can be found all year round.

Numerous crustaceans are also harvested from the coastal waters of Florida. Perhaps the most popular is the spiny lobster, resident of both bay and ocean. Also delectable is the pugnacious blue crab. Stone crabs are harvested for the meat of their tasty claws, which they graciously grow back after being returned to the water. Shrimp are an important commercial fruit of the sea. Be sure to check on the legal seasons and sizes before taking any of these creatures.

If you’d like to try a kind of fishing that is new to you, you will find guide services available just about everywhere boats are rented and bait is sold. Charter fishing is the costliest way to go out to sea; party boats take a crowd but are less expensive and usually great fun. In the ponds and streams of the Everglades region and in the backcountry of Florida Bay, guides can show you the best place to throw your hook or skim a fly. Whatever your pleasure, in saltwater or fresh, a good guide will save you both time and grief and increase the likelihood of a full string or a handsome trophy. For those who wish to go it alone in their own boats, there are a number of public access landings throughout the region.

If you go freshwater fishing, you will need a license, and you will have to get it through the local county tax collector. It’s easy to do, though, because most fish camps, bait-and-tackle shops and sporting goods stores act as agents. Just look for signs that say “Fishing License for Sale.”

FLORIDA FISH AND WILDLIFE CONSERVAT)ION COMMIS-SON  ✉Bureau of Licensing and Permitting, 620 South Meridian Street, Tallahassee, FL 32399 [image: 081]850-488-3641 [image: 082]www.floridaconservation.org For information on freshwater and saltwater licenses, check at a local marina or with the Conservation Commission.

FISH AND WILDLIFE RESEARCH INSTITUTE ✉2796 Overseas Highway, Marathon, FL 33050 [image: 083]305-289-2320 [image: 084]www.floridamarine.org This organization has locations throughout Florida. Contact the office nearest the area where you are fishing for the latest saltwater fishing facts on licenses, closed seasons and bag and size limits.

 

There are also fish just to be viewed in the seas of South Florida, especially wherever the living reefs thrive. (See “Kingdoms Under the Sea” in Chapter Three.) Vivid yellows, reds, blues and greens characterize the reef fish, some of which take on almost electric hues. A face mask, with or without a snorkel, will open up an undersea world of incredible beauty and surprises, whether it be along the shore or out among the reefs. In fact, colorful tropical fish may well be some of Florida’s loveliest hidden treasures.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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