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Ask any longtime resident of Florida how they feel about their state, and they'll get a gleam in their eyes. They'll lean in a little closer — as if they're about to tell you a treasured secret — and tell you about a spot off a nearby river, along a beautiful beach, or amid the buzzing electricity of the city. This spot, they'll say, could only be found in Florida. And it's places like that, wonderful spots so numerous that it seems nearly every resident has their own private collection, that continue to make Florida one of the most unique places in all of the United States, if not the world.

Florida's history has long been one of people laying odds that the allure of a tropical paradise in the continental United States will remain endlessly attractive. And those people have been right more often than they've been wrong. From Henry Flagler constructing railways down the Atlantic coast that would eventually give rise to the cities of Palm Beach and Miami, to Walt Disney furtively buying up marshland south of the once-sleepy town of Orlando in order to ensure a cohesive and holistic experience for visitors to his theme park, Florida's development as a state has been inextricably intertwined with its attraction as a tourist destination. It's remarkable that, even as development seems destined to take over the state, there are always — no matter where you are — expansive and extensive examples of Florida's wild and natural beauty.

On this road trip, you will see what has drawn people to the Sunshine State for centuries. Sitting on the beach watching the sun rise above the Atlantic with nothing but the squawks of gulls and the waves disturbing the peace, you can imagine the Spanish galleons coming over the horizon. The same hopeful eyes those sailors cast upon the land before them have been set on every part of this great state. The sense of boundless opportunity, the awe-inspiring natural beauty, the numerous opportunities for recreation and relaxation, the sun, the sand, the swamps. . . Florida still inspires even the most hard-hearted souls with its beguiling promise: a promise of a paradise the way it ought to be.


Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

Miami

Informed by the culture of its substantial Latin American population, by the tropical sea breezes that blow in over Biscayne Bay, and by its stature as the state’s largest metropolitan area, Miami manages to be urban and stylish while maintaining the laissez-faire sort of cool that comes with year-round gorgeous weather. With skyscrapers and condominiums crowding the downtown area, art deco architecture and fashion-forward clubbing in South Beach, the lush, wealthy beauty of Coconut Grove and Coral Gables, and suburbs extending until the wilderness of the Everglades stops them, Miami neatly summarizes all the dreams and nightmares that people have about Florida.

Atlantic Coast

Fort Lauderdale has recovered from its role as the preferred destination for collegiate spring-breakers and has evolved into a cultured mellow place with vibrant nightlife and arts scenes that complement its beautiful public beaches. Farther north, Palm Beach has maintained its status as the richest town in Florida for almost 100 years. Its sister city of West Palm Beach offers a more urban experience and relaxed atmosphere. The beaches and fishing in Fort Pierce contrast with the slightly uptight oceanfront vibe in Vero Beach. These two cities along the Treasure Coast are as unique as they are different from other locales in South Florida. Farther north, the generally laid-back atmosphere that comes with living on the coast is a little more evident. Whether you’re staring in awe at the rockets of the Kennedy Space Center, the race cars of Daytona International Speedway, or historic St. Augustine (the oldest continually inhabited city in the United States), you still can’t help but notice that it’s the area’s natural beauty that is by far its primary attraction.

Walt Disney World and Orlando

A visit to Orlando’s theme parks is a fundamental part of many people’s idea of a Florida vacation. Thankfully, each of the major resorts in Orlando—the Walt Disney World Resort, Universal Orlando Resort, and SeaWorld—continue to meet and exceed the expectations that come with that idea. More importantly, each of them offers something different. And although Walt Disney World is interchangeable with the idea of a trip to Orlando in many travelers’ minds, the fact is that even without the land of theme parks south of downtown, the city of Orlando and the Central Florida region are a compelling vacation destination. The city of Orlando offers a diverse array of cultural attractions, outdoor activities, and nightlife action. The sights in its immediate area, most notably the historic and upscale city of Winter Park, are also quite compelling.

Tampa Bay Area

This part of the state literally has it all. Urban explorers will enjoy the nightlife and urban scruffiness of Tampa and the historic and walkable downtown area of St. Petersburg. Families flock to the theme park thrills of Busch Gardens and the gorgeous beaches that stretch for miles south of Clearwater. Outdoor adventures abound, from the backwater rural vibe of Crystal River to the hiking, nature-watching, and other natural activities that abound along this beautiful coastal area.

South Gulf Coast

Traveling along the south Gulf Coast of Florida is something of a mixed bag. Along with the stunning natural beauty of beaches like those on Sanibel Island and the barrier islands along the coast of Sarasota, there are economically struggling cities like Fort Myers and tony locales like Naples. Nonetheless, it’s one of the most beautiful parts of the state. Art lovers will enjoy browsing the galleries of Naples and Sarasota and beach bums will love the white-sand beaches and blue waters.
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clockwise from top left: downtown Fort Pierce’s marina; the Everglades; the historic lighthouse of Sanibel Island
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The Everglades


The Florida Everglades comprise nearly 4,000 square miles of wetlands, swamps, scrub forests, and rivers. The majority of hiking, canoeing, and kayaking trails are easily accessible, and the Oasis Visitor Center, Shark Valley Visitor Center, and Flamingo Visitor Center offer exhibits and knowledgable staff. In the small town of Everglades City, you’ll find the teeny-tiny Ochopee Post Office, the stunning and unique Big Cypress Gallery.

Florida Keys

For much of Florida’s early history, this island archipelago was Florida’s pioneer paradise, the place where rogues and adventurers headed on their boats as a way to escape the demands (and occasionally the laws) of the mainland. Amazingly, decades of tourism have done little to alter the fundamental character of the Florida Keys. Key West is the libertarian heart of the Keys, a city as devoted to bacchanalian pleasures as it is proud of its beautiful and historic scenery. That spirit carries over to the natural on- and offshore wonders of Islamorada and Marathon.

When to Go

The question of when to go to Florida depends on where you’re planning to go and what you’re planning to do. As a general rule, holiday weekends—regardless of the time of year—are busy throughout the state.
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Miami, South Atlantic Coast, and the Keys

One of Florida’s most popular winter destinations, this area hosts several big events, like Art Basel in Miami. It is a prime destination for senior-citizen “snowbirds” who spend the season here, along with weekend warriors seeking a respite from the cold weather. Accordingly, hotel rates approach high rates in winter, if you can find a vacancy. Those rates plummet during the summer, which also brings stiflingly hot and humid weather and the threat of hurricanes.

South Gulf Coast

Just like Miami and South Florida, this part of the state fills up with snowbirds and frozen Midwesterners during the winter. Unfortunately, although hotel rates go down in the summer (again, watch out for hurricanes), many businesses simply close up shop May-October, as it’s not worth it for them to stay open to cater to the small number of tourists who visit.

Walt Disney World

There used to be a time when you could recommend the slow season to visitors who had flexible schedules. Theoretically, there still is a slower season at the Orlando parks: between Labor Day and Christmas, particularly the first two weeks of November. But even that small window of time has begun to see capacity crowds at many of the area’s attractions. Still, even though you are unlikely to find any mind-blowing deals or be able to experience Disney World without having to stand in long lines, that period of time, as well as the gap between Easter and Memorial Day, are still considered some of the best times to see the parks. The crowds may still be large, but the weather is nearly perfect and the likelihood of a hurricane ruining your vacation is next to nil.

Tampa, Orlando, and the North Atlantic Coast

A visit to beach towns like New Smyrna Beach or Daytona Beach on the north Atlantic coast will find you among large crowds during summer, spring break, or any other time when schools aren’t in session. Cities like Tampa and Orlando have activities year-round. The oppressive humidity can make a visit in July or August a withering experience, while the cool, dry weather in the winter makes these areas much more pleasant.

Before You Go

If you’re visiting Florida during the high season, December through March, it’s imperative that you make hotel reservations as early as possible, especially in snowbird cities like Miami, Fort Lauderdale, and Naples. Not only will you be able to save money, but you also won’t run the risk of not finding any place to stay. Likewise with car rentals, as rates tend to escalate rapidly during the winter months as availability decreases. The reverse is true in the summer, as deals abound in South Florida (especially for rental cars). If your visit is going to be focused on the theme parks of Orlando, room availability is always tight on the weekends and any other time school is out. Early reservations are imperative. Also, considerable discounts can be had on admission tickets to the theme parks by purchasing them online before you come.


HIT THE ROAD


Florida is big. From the western tip of the Panhandle to the Atlantic coastal city of Jacksonville, it’s about 360 miles. The peninsula extends southward from the Georgia border until the state ends at the tip of Key West, nearly 500 miles away. The best way to approach a road trip in Florida is in manageable sections. While most of these excursions will still require careful planning, lots of driving, and an eye on the clock, they will enable you to get a taste of some of the most unique places that Florida has to offer.

The 14-Day Florida Road Trip

The state covers more than 65,000 square miles, so attempting to see it all at one time is not practical. If your time in the state is limited, here’s an itinerary that will allow you to see some of Florida’s best sights.

Days 1-2

MIAMI

Start in Miami and spend your daylight hours exploring the Design District, the Cuban American community of Little Havana, and the galleries and historic sights of Coconut Grove and Coral Gables. Grab dinner at one of the many excellent restaurants at South Beach and spend the night partying with the beautiful people along Ocean Drive.

Once you’ve shaken off the night before with a café cubano, hit Miami Beach, where the sunbathers next to you might be famous. In the afternoon and evening, hit the sidewalks of Collins Avenue and Ocean Drive to shop, eat, and gawk at the art deco buildings.

Days 3-4

THE EVERGLADES AND THE KEYS

Slather yourself in sunscreen and bug spray and head south to Everglades National Park. Spend the day exploring the swamps and nature trails that are accessible from the convenient Ernest Coe Visitor Center. When dusk falls, point your car south for a three-hour drive to Key West, where you’ll be able to whoop it up in the clubs and bars of Duval Street.

Spend the early morning strolling the sidewalks of Key West, exploring the historic buildings and soaking up the tropical vibe before the sun makes the heat and humidity unbearable. After lunch, make your way about an hour north to Bahia Honda State Park to take in the rustic oceanfront scenery and beautiful beach area.

From there, it’s about a three-hour drive back to a Miami hotel.

Days 5-6

SOUTH GULF COAST

Get up early for the three-hour drive from Miami to Sanibel Island, which will take you through the northern edge of the Everglades via “Alligator Alley.” These are some of the most beautiful beaches in Florida. You’ll want to allow yourself a relaxing day here to enjoy them completely and to explore the J. N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge on the island.

From Sanibel, it’s about a half-hour to Fort Myers, where you can spend a leisurely few hours exploring the Edison & Ford Winter Estates. Then hit the road again for the 90-minute drive to Sarasota, where you can catch an opera performance, stroll the downtown art galleries, or gawk at the gaudy architecture of circus magnate John Ringling’s mansion. For fans of serious American architecture, a trip to Sarasota would be incomplete without exploring the scores of gorgeous and innovative buildings in the area, many of which were designed by a confederacy of architects known as the Sarasota School.

Days 7-9

TAMPA BAY AREA

You’re about midway through your voyage, so take a day to relax and enjoy some peaceful and natural scenery. Make for the isolated Egmont Key State Park, which you can only access via the town of St. Pete Beach, about an hour north of Sarasota. Excellent snorkeling that can be found just offshore of this wildlife refuge. There’s a good chance that you’ll wind up swimming alongside one of the pods of dolphins that frequent the area. Plan on spending the night at the gorgeous, historic, and pink Don CeSar Beach Resort on St. Pete Beach.
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clockwise from top left: an egret in Sarasota; Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge; alligators in the Everglades
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From St. Pete Beach, it’s about a half-hour to St. Petersburg proper, where you should definitely take in the Salvador Dalí Museum and the walkable waterfront area.

Take the hour drive to Tampa, where you’ll want to explore the historic district of Ybor City. The Don Vicente De Ybor Historic Inn is a great historic boutique hotel right in the heart of the district. It is a perfect location from which to experience Ybor’s legendary nightlife scene.

Wake up early for a 90-minute drive to Crystal River, a small rural town on the Gulf Coast with a network of warm waterways like the Three Sisters Spring that are a favorite of manatees. Spend the morning canoeing or kayaking, keeping an eye out for the sea cows that lumber along just beneath the surface.

Heading back toward Tampa, the small fishing village of Tarpon Springs is about an hour away. There you can be immersed in the village’s rich Greek history, which includes the legacy industry of sponge-diving. Spend the night back in Tampa.


  The Weird and the Wonderful

  Whether it’s the heat, the humidity, or just the constant influx of people from around the country and around the world who are determined to make the peninsula their own peculiar paradise, Florida is home to quite a few weird sights.

  ♦ Bubble Room (South Gulf Coast): Inside the Bubble Room on Captiva Island, the 1930s, ‘40s, and ‘50s are brought back to life in garish, outsized fashion. The restaurant—and it is a restaurant, complete with dishes like the “Duck Ellington”—is packed with pop-culture memorabilia and a kitschy attitude that makes those decades seem far cooler than you ever thought.

  ♦ Cassadaga (Orlando): About a half-hour outside of Orlando is the “Psychic Center of the World.” At least that’s what the residents of the “spiritualist community” of Cassadaga have deemed their village, which is home to dozens of spiritualists, psychics, mediums, and healers.

  ♦ Coral Castle (Miami): This architectural oddity, located in Homestead, about a half-hour south of downtown Miami, was handcrafted out of local materials by a lovesick Latvian as a tribute to his one true romance.

  ♦ Gibsonton (Tampa Bay): The temperate Florida climate and relatively isolated location of the town of Gibsonton made it a preferred over-winter destination for the “freaks” and animal-trainers of traveling circuses. Although the town’s heyday as one of the state’s oddest locales is long past, there are still several remnants of its circus history, including a “dwarf counter” at the post office.

  ♦ Jules’ Undersea Lodge (Florida Keys): At Jules’, guests have to swim to their rooms, which are located some 21 feet beneath the surface in an underwater research facility. A “mer-chef” delivers sub-surface gourmet food, and there’s even a “moon pool” (just like in the movies!).

  ♦ Stiltsville (Miami): There are seven houses situated in the waters of Biscayne Bay, near Miami. Not near the waters, in the waters. In the 1920s, Miamians seeking a refuge from the mores (and, occasionally, the law enforcement) of the mainland, began constructing shacks—on stilts—in the Bay. Although there are only a handful of the dozens that originally comprised the makeshift village, you can still get a sense of the site’s singular weirdness.



Days 10-11

WALT DISNEY WORLD

Depart Tampa as early as possible and head for the Walt Disney World Resort, which is only about an hour to the east. Spend one day exploring the fairy-tale fantasies of the Magic Kingdom or the eco-minded Animal Kingdom and the second day digging into the international food-and-drink possibilities in the World Showcase section of Epcot Center.

Days 12-14

ATLANTIC COAST

Heading back south, Daytona Beach is about 45 minutes away from St. Augustine. The city’s legendary Daytona 500 race kicks off the stock-car season every year. The city is the site of the racing organization’s birth. Even if there’s no race happening, the Daytona 500 Experience is an essential stop for fans of the sport, as it combines Hall-of-Fame tributes with racing simulations as well as the opportunity for well-heeled guests to drive a stock car on the hallowed track. Even the beach here is car-centric, allowing visitors to bring their automobiles onto the sand.

About an hour south of Daytona, via a scenic drive along State Road A1A, is Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge. The natural surroundings here still look pretty much the same way today that they did millennia ago. Explore the beautiful beaches, take a hike on the trails, or fish along Mosquito Lagoon.

If nature walks or quiet beaches aren’t your speed, get a sense of the nearly eight million pounds of thrust that propel the space shuttle into orbit at the Kennedy Space Center Visitor Complex, which offers exhibits and simulators as well as tours of the NASA facilities.

Continue south down State Road A1A and US-1 to spend your final day in Florida relaxing on the secluded and near-perfect beach at Blind Creek Park, just south of Fort Pierce, about two hours’ drive from Merritt Island. From there, you’ll only be about two hours away from Miami International Airport, where you can catch a late flight home, exhausted and exhilarated.

Miami, the Everglades, and the Keys

Days 1-2

MIAMI

Start your day exploring the art deco architecture of South Beach by walking along Ocean Drive as the morning sun blasts the pastel buildings and makes for some stunning scenery. Grab breakfast or brunch at one of the several al fresco restaurants along Ocean Drive. The earlier you get here the better, as parking is easier in the morning, and the crowds have yet to arise from their post-party slumber. Take an hour or two to soak in some rays at nearby Lummus Park. Be prepared for the throngs-in-thongs to show up on the beach in earnest by around noon. That’s as good a time as any to towel off and start exploring the sights of central Miami. Hit the Design District and Wynwood Art District at the northern end of downtown first, to check out the galleries, boutiques, and restaurants that have sprouted up around these creative outposts. From there, keep the arts vibe rolling with a walk through the brand-new Pérez Art Museum Miami, one of the few real “sights” in downtown Miami. After that, head back to South Beach for a stylish night of dinner and drinks. Sleep it off in a tiny room in one of the several boutique hotels that are housed in vintage art deco buildings here.

Shake off the previous night’s festivities with a café cubano in Little Havana. Take a little while to stroll through this Cuban-American enclave, making sure to make the tourist-required stop at Maximo Gomez Park, where you can watch Cuban senior citizens play dominoes. Sure, it may sound boring and weird, but it’s sort of a must-see. From there, it’s just a few minutes’ drive into Coral Gables, where you can shop along the Miracle Mile or take a dip in the 1920s-era Venetian Pool. Nearby Coconut Grove offers more shopping. But, the beautiful Vizcaya Museum & Gardens is a far better way to spend the rest of your day. Treat yourself to an excellent, upscale Spanish dinner at Coral Gables’ Xixón Spanish Cuisine and then head back to your South Beach hotel for one more night.

Day 3

THE EVERGLADES

Pack some bug spray and sunscreen and head off for a day’s adventure into Everglades National Park. On your way, stop by Coral Castle in Homestead. An exquisitely weird and deeply romantic slice of Old Florida, the castle was constructed out of locally-quarried coral-stone in near-complete secrecy by a Latvian immigrant mourning a lost love. From Homestead, it’s just a half-hour drive to the main entrance of Everglades National Park. Make sure to stop into Robert Is Here fruit stand and farm to grab some provisions and a fresh fruit smoothie. There’s only one road in and out of Everglades National Park. Visitors can make the circuit to the southernmost point of the park, Flamingo Visitor Center, and back in four or five hours. Although Flamingo is something of a destination (it’s here that you can take guided boat tours), there are several stops and smaller visitor centers along the route that are well worth exploring.

Make the hour-long drive (from the main entrance of Everglades National Park) to Key Largo and book a room.

Day 4

THE KEYS

There’s no way on Earth you can see all that the Florida Keys have to offer in just one day. Plan on heading straight for Key West. Take in some of the major sights along the way, including a photo-op on the Seven Mile Bridge, the gorgeous beach at Bahia Honda State Park, and Key deer-spotting on Big Pine Key.

Arrive at Key West in time for a late lunch and a drink. You’ll still have time to take in must-see spots like the Southernmost Point buoy and the shops and bars of Duval Street. Make sure you head to a good spot to catch the sunset (try the Crowne Plaza La Concha Hotel) and then prepare to partake in Key West’s raucous nightlife. Make sure you’ve got a room reserved, as you won’t want to be driving anywhere afterward. This itinerary doesn’t allow for the two things the Keys are best for—relaxing and fishing—but it does give a pressed-for-time traveler a good taste of the basics.

Miami, the Atlantic Coast, and Orlando

Days 1-2

MIAMI

Refer to the Miami, the Everglades, and the Keys itinerary (click here) for your best two days in Miami.

Days 3-5

THE ATLANTIC COAST

Fort Lauderdale is less than an hour’s drive from Miami, so head up in the morning for some window-shopping on Las Olas Boulevard and a walk around the historic Old Fort Lauderdale. Then head to Palm Beach. There, you should continue your shopping excursion at the high-end boutiques of Worth Avenue; you may not be able to afford much, but the people-watching is fantastic. Grab lunch at the historic Testa’s, and then make your way to West Palm Beach and Dreher Park, where you can spend the afternoon at the Palm Beach Zoo and the South Florida Science Center & Aquarium. The Clematis Street entertainment district in downtown West Palm is ideal for dinner and drinks, and you can get a room at the cute and convenient Biba boutique hotel.
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clockwise from top left: the start of US-1 in Key West; Naples Beach Hotel & Golf Club; historic Ybor City in Tampa
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In the morning, head to the Morikami Museum & Japanese Gardens, which is located 30-45 minutes away from West Palm. It is well worth the drive, as the peaceful pathways and meditative museum are both rejuvenating and relaxing. A nice bit of beach-bumming is in order at this point in your itinerary. Plan on spending a big chunk of the afternoon splayed out on the isolated and quiet white sands of Blind Creek Park near Fort Pierce. Afterward, take a leisurely drive north on State Road A1A to Vero Beach to spend the night at the hip, Gloria and Emilio Estefan-owned Costa d’Este.

Continue along State Road A1A for a scenic, 90-minute drive along the Atlantic coast to Cocoa Beach, then, keep heading north along A1A for another half-hour to get to the Kennedy Space Center Visitor Complex to gawk at rockets, space shuttles, and astronaut memorabilia and, if you’re lucky, maybe even see a launch. Grab lunch in Titusville at Dixie Crossroads and then keep heading north on A1A for another couple of hours to get to St. Augustine. After a few late-afternoon hours of exploring America’s oldest city on foot, you’ll appreciate the whimsical welcome you’ll get at the Pirate Haus Inn, one of several unique local lodgings in town.


  Best Beaches

  Between the peninsular coastlines, barrier islands, and the archipelago of the Florida Keys, you’re never more than a couple of hours away from an afternoon of castle-building, shell-collecting, or simply whiling away worries.

  ♦ Bahia Honda State Park (Florida Keys): The Keys may seem to be lacking in the beach department—that is, until you hit Bahia Honda, one of the best beach areas in the state. The park offers three gorgeous beaches and snorkeling just a few hundred feet offshore.

  ♦ Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park (Miami): There’s a mid-19th-century lighthouse at this park. Despite the allure of historical exploration, most visitors to this Key Biscayne park head right for the calm, blue waters and mile-long beach.

  ♦ Blind Creek Park (Atlantic Coast): At the end of a nearly hidden driveway along State Road A1A south of Fort Pierce is a tiny parking lot for Blind Creek Park. There’s a 335-foot beach here that’s usually quite empty, which is surprising given the tropical blue waters and wide stretch of sand.

  ♦ Caladesi Island State Park (Tampa Bay): The four miles of beaches on Caladesi Island are only accessible by boat. Such limited access would make it a prime beach-going spot, even if those four miles weren’t some of the most beautiful and pastoral stretches of white sand you’d ever seen.

  ♦ Canaveral National Seashore (Atlantic Coast): There are 24 miles of undeveloped beach in this government-owned park. You can thank the security needs of NASA for the isolation. Kennedy Space Center’s launch pads are visible from the southernmost beach.

  ♦ Cayo Costa State Park (South Gulf Coast): This beach consistently pops up on state and national “best beach” lists. The soft white sand and crystal-blue Gulf waters are a huge part of Cayo Costa’s appeal. It’s only accessible by boat, which nearly ensures that a day spent here is a special day indeed.

  ♦ Fort Lauderdale Beachfront (Atlantic Coast): With broad stretches of sand, blue-green Atlantic waters, and ample facilities, the city oceanfront understandably draws the crowds, but they don’t detract from the beach’s beauty.

  ♦ Fort Myers Beach (South Gulf Coast): Enjoy the casual and welcoming atmosphere at Fort Myers Beach, which couples large and accessible swathes of white sand and a laid-back, beach-bum vibe.

  ♦ Siesta Key (South Gulf Coast): The curving coastline of Crescent Beach at Siesta Key is legendary for its white sand and wide and spacious stretches. It’s quite popular, thanks to those expanses of sand and gentle, blue Gulf waters that are shallow and calm.



Day 6

ORLANDO

Get up early and head back south toward Orlando. It’s about a two-hour drive via I-95 and I-4. Keep your day focused on the in-town areas and attractions like the Harry P. Leu Gardens, the Orlando Museum of Art, and the quaint downtown part of Winter Park. Although these areas don’t have a whole lot of marquee “sights,” they do offer up an incredibly interesting and urbane view of a city that most people associate with theme parks. The Alfond Inn in Winter Park is a great if pricey place to stay. It’s quiet and sophisticated, but only a 15-minute (or less) drive from some of the best drinking and dining in the metropolitan area.

Day 7

WALT DISNEY WORLD

Refer to Day 10 of The 14-Day Florida Road Trip itinerary (click here) for your best day at Walt Disney World.

Orlando, Daytona, and the Space Coast

Day 1

ORLANDO

Refer to Day 6 of the Miami, the Atlantic Coast, and Orlando itinerary (click here) for your best day in Orlando.

Day 2

WALT DISNEY WORLD

Refer to Day 10 of The 14-Day Florida Road Trip itinerary (click here) for your best day at Walt Disney World.

Day 3

UNIVERSAL ORLANDO

Keep the theme-park jaunt going today with a trip to Universal Orlando Resort. The incredible Wizarding World of Harry Potter attraction at Islands of Adventure is a must-see. The roller coasters at this park are some of the best around. The bars and restaurants of Universal CityWalk are decent enough, but the live Blue Man Group show is probably the best reason to hang around CityWalk after dark.

Day 4

THE SPACE COAST

Florida’s mid-Atlantic coast is home to some of the best surfing in the state. You should definitely dedicate this day to hitting the waves of the Space Coast.

Drive to Cocoa Beach first thing. Hit up the Cocoa Beach Pier for some kitschy souvenirs, then lounge on the beach at the Lori Wilson Park, where you’ll find a little peace from the crowds.

Grab lunch in nearby Titusville at Dixie Crossroads for delicious shrimp and a great atmosphere.
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clockwise from top left: Florida Keys; directional signs on Anna Maria Island, near Sarasota; downtown Miami
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Sarasota, Naples, and the Everglades


Days 1-2

SARASOTA

Spend the morning of your first day in the northern part of Sarasota. Take a walk through the grounds and galleries of the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, making sure to explore the Ca’ d’Zan Mansion mansion and the Circus Museum. Later, head downtown for art of a more local and contemporary flavor at Towles Court Artist Colony, grabbing lunch at Lavanda. From there, it’s a quick drive over the Ringling Causeway to the Mote Marine Laboratory & Aquarium. In the late afternoon, explore St. Armands Circle, where, after browsing the boutiques and shops, you can treat yourself to dinner at an upscale place like Café L’Europe. Plan on crashing at the Gulf Beach Resort, a vintage beachfront motel.

Siesta Beach is routinely ranked as one of the best beaches in the United States, and you should definitely allot most of your day to just relaxing on the broad, white-sand beach here.

Day 3

FORT MYERS

Wake up early the next day for a drive south to Fort Myers. In downtown Fort Myers, see the historic Edison & Ford Winter Estates to get a feel for the genius that drove these two American industrial titans. While you won’t have time to experience the beaches of Sanibel Island, you will be able to spend a couple of hours on the island walking through the bird-watching paradise known as the J. N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge. Plan on grabbing a bite and a beer at The Mucky Duck, where the high-quality pub grub is made that much better by the gorgeous waterfront views.

Day 4

NAPLES

In the morning, make the one-hour drive south to Naples, where you should take in Naples Zoo and the Naples Botanical Garden. In the afternoon, check out some of the art galleries and boutiques on stylish 5th Avenue and get dinner at one of Naples’ best seafood restaurants, Sea Salt. Check in for the night at the luxurious, spacious, and family-owned Naples Beach Hotel & Golf Club.

Day 5

THE EVERGLADES

Get up early before the bugs and the burning sun and take the Tamiami Trail into the Everglades. The Tamiami Trail (which is the only east-west road through this section of the ‘Glades) will take you through all of the main sights in Big Cypress National Preserve, Ten Thousand Islands National Wildlife Refuge, and the northern visitors centers of Everglades National Park. It’s about a two-hour drive from end to end on the Tamiami Trail. Allocate enough time to take the 20-minute detour south into EvergIades City, as well as an hour or so to check out the unique art and photography on display at Clyde Butcher’s Big Cypress Gallery. Depending on where you’re headed next, you can easily make it back to Naples or into Miami to spend the night. Although you may consider camping at Monument Lake Campground to get a brief taste of the utter silence that descends on the Everglades at night.
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Highlights

S Ocean Drive: This is the heart of South Beach, where art deco buildings house the hippest nightclubs. This part of town is as beautiful during the day as it is decadent at night (“M Ocean Drive” on click here).

S Design District: One of Miami’s oldest neighborhoods is also one of Miami’s premier spots for contemporary art and furnishings. This is a historic and artistic alternative to South Beach (“M Design District” on click here).
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S Little Havana: Little Havana is the heart of the United States’ Cuban American community (click here).

S Vizcaya Museum & Gardens: The 34-room Gilded Age mansion and its 10 acres of botanical gardens have long been an icon of Miami’s historical opulence (click here).

S Coral Castle: This half-acre castle was crafted by hand from local materials as an homage to the builder’s one true romance (click here).



Whether you’re gawking at the semi-celebs in South Beach, admiring the area’s accidental art deco history, digging into some ropa vieja in Little Havana, or relaxing on some of the nation’s best beaches, Miami offers a vacation that’s as tropical as it is urbane.

Between cop shows and glossy magazines, the concept of contemporary Miami has been all but reinvented over the past couple of decades. The southernmost American city is no longer thought of as “God’s waiting room,” and instead it’s now on par with Los Angeles and New York City as one of the country’s most glittering fashion-forward metropolises.

Unlike Manhattan or Hollywood, though, Miami earned its star status somewhat quickly. Although the area’s nouveau-riche tendencies show through in its sprawling rapid development and trend-chasing attitude, what makes Miami great today is what’s always made it great: near-perfect weather, a hodgepodge of global influences, and a sense that it’s possible to do anything here, as long as you’re a big dreamer and a smooth talker.

As a result, Miami manages to combine fast-paced luxury with old-school Florida style. So yes, you can certainly indulge in a vacation here that’s filled with nothing but $15 cocktails, velvet-rope parties, and platinum-card-straining shopping sprees. But you can just as easily spend your time admiring the offerings of top-notch galleries and museums, exploring the multiple cultural and ethnic enclaves throughout the area, soaking up rays on the beach, or wandering through peaceful low-key neighborhoods like Coral Gables and Coconut Grove, which are flecked with gorgeous architecture and hidden historic treasures.

Planning Your Time

You can easily get your fill of South Beach and Miami Beach in a day, but an extended weekend in the area will allow you to soak up the art deco architecture, explore the museums and shopping opportunities, hit a few stylish nightclubs, and sleep it all off on the beach. Devote one day to the beach areas and another to the sights of downtown Miami and Little Havana for a concise sampler of what Miami is all about. For a long four-day weekend, tack on a day to explore the sights south of Miami and another for shopping and strolling around Coconut Grove and Coral Gables. A week in Miami is really the minimum needed to get a true taste of the city and its peculiar blend of go-go mobility and tropical languor.

Orientation

Miami-Dade County is a sprawling metropolis, but it is fairly easy to navigate. The municipalities of Miami, Coral Gables, and Coconut Grove are on the mainland, while the city of Miami Beach is on the other side of Biscayne Bay.


Best Accommodations

S Casa Grande Suite Hotel: 834 Ocean Dr., South Beach, 305/672-7003, www.casagrandesuitehotel.com, from $229 d (click here)

S Setai: 2001 Collins Ave., South Beach, 305/520-6500, www.thesetaihotel.com, from $650 d (click here)

S Freehand: 2727 Indian Creek Dr., Miami Beach, 305/531-2727, www.thefreehand.com, dorms from $45 pp, private from $200 (click here)

S Epic Hotel: 270 Biscayne Blvd., central Miami, 305/424-5226, www.epichotel.com, from $299 d (click here)

S Mandarin Oriental: 500 Brickell Key Dr., central Miami, 305/913-8288, www.mandarinoriental.com, from $399 d (click here)

S Hotel St. Michel: 162 Alcazar Ave., Coral Gables, www.boutiquehotelcoralgables.com, 305/444-1666, from $159 d (click here)



The barrier island of Miami Beach—the “Billion-dollar Sandbar”—is punctuated at its southern tip by South Beach, a semiofficial designation of the area south of Dade Boulevard. Everything north of that part is generally referred to as North Beach or plain old Miami Beach.

Downtown Miami hugs Biscayne Bay along north-south Biscayne Boulevard, and the 10 or so blocks south of 1st Street are generally seen as the main business district. Continuing a few miles along the shores of Biscayne Bay to the southwest is Coconut Grove.

Little Havana is almost due west from downtown along 8th Street, and Coral Gables is slightly southwest of Little Havana. SW 57th Avenue is generally seen as the westernmost border of central Miami. The town of Homestead is approximately 20 miles south-southwest of central Miami via US-1.

Central Miami—including Little Havana, Coconut Grove, and downtown—is possessed of a remarkably straightforward grid layout. With a midpoint at the intersection of north-south Miami Avenue and east-west Flagler Street, all streets are numerically named, so if you’re in the 1100 block of NW 33rd Avenue, you’re 10 blocks north of Flagler Street and 33 blocks west of Miami Avenue. This naming system does not extend to Coral Gables.

Driving to Miami

From Orlando

The most direct route from Orlando to Miami is south on Florida’s Turnpike, which is accessible from I-4 in Orlando just a mile or so northeast of the Universal Orlando theme park. This route runs 230 miles and takes about three hours. It’s a fast, boring drive that costs about $15 in tolls. The only food options available are at turnpike rest stops.

Alternately, you can drive east from Orlando on FL-528 and take I-95 south to Miami. This option runs 242 miles and takes about 3.5 hours. It’s a less fast, but equally boring drive that costs about $5 in tolls, but it also provides easy access to several of the cities on the Atlantic Coast like Vero Beach and Fort Lauderdale. Stop for lunch in Vero Beach at the Ocean Grill (1050 Sexton Plaza, 772/231-5409, www.ocean-grill.com, 11am-9:30pm Mon.-Sat., 4pm-9:30pm Sun., from $9), where you can grab a casual seafood meal with great views of the Atlantic Ocean.


Best Restaurants

S Joe's Stone Crab: 11 Washington Ave., South Beach, 305/673-0365, www.joesstonecrab.com, from $11 (click here)

S Essensia: 3025 Collins Ave., South Beach, 305/908-5458, www.essensiarestaurant.com, from $26 (click here)

S Yardbird Southern Table & Bar: 1600 Lenox Ave., South Beach, 305/538-5220, www.runchickenrun.com, from $20 (click here)

S Casa Tua: 1700 James Ave., 305/673-1010, South Beach, www.casatualifestyle.com, from $31 (click here)

S Tap Tap: 819 5th St., South Beach, 305/672-2898, www.taptapmiamibeach.com, from $9 (click here)

S Panther Coffee: 2390 NW 2nd Ave., downtown Miami, 305/677-3952, www.panthercoffee.com (click here)

S Versailles: 3555 SW 8th St., Little Havana, 305/444-0240, www.versaillesrestaurant.com, from $5 (click here)

S Ortanique: 278 Miracle Mile, Coral Gables, 305/446-7710, http://ortaniquerestaurants.com, from $31 (click here)



For a more scenic route through the heart of Old Florida, you can take US-27 south from Kissimmee (near Disney World) through the cow pastures and orange groves of the state’s inner corridor, before it curves east toward Fort Lauderdale and Miami; the road terminates as North 36th Street in midtown Miami. This route is 233 miles and takes about 4.5 hours.

Stop along the way in Yeehaw Junction, a town that’s not much more than a crossroads with a gas station and the historic Desert Inn (5570 S. Kenansville Rd., Yeehaw Junction, www.desertinnrestaurant.com, 8am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-7pm Sun.), where you can grab a cold beer, a lunch of fried alligator, and, if you’re truly worn out, a bed in the motel ($45 d). The Desert Inn’s vibe is decidedly Old Florida. The place is super-friendly, the food is great, and the rooms are clean.


  Two Days in Miami

  Though it’s tough to pack in a good sampling of everything that Miami has to offer in just two days, it’s definitely possible to get a feel for the variety of the city.

  Day 1

  You should definitely stay in South Beach. If you’re on a budget, the stylish hostel-but-not-a-hostel vibe at Freehand is an excellent and quite convenient option just outside of South Beach proper. For a more purely indulgent South Beach experience, book a suite at the Setai.

  Spend your first morning snapping photos of the beautiful art deco buildings along Ocean Drive and soak up some rays on the beach at Lummus Park. Dedicate an hour or so to the great organic and local brunch fare at Essensia, then head to the mainland to walk around Little Havana, grabbing a café Cubano and a pastry at Versailles.

  Hopefully by now you’ve worked up enough of an appetite to dig into the modern soul food on offer at Yardbird Southern Table & Bar, because you’re going to need to load up before you indulge in South Beach’s legendary nightlife like LIV or a live venue like the Fillmore Miami Beach.

  Day 2

  Drive the hour or so south to Homestead to walk around the magnificently weird Coral Castle. After you’ve witnessed the bizarre, romantic majesty there, head back to Wynwood to browse the art galleries and boutiques. Make sure to refuel at Panther Coffee and then head over to the Design District to window-shop for budget-busting decor.

  Hit Coral Gables for an excellent dinner at Ortanique and a theater show on the Miracle Mile.



From Tampa, Sarasota, or Naples

It’s 270 miles from Tampa to Miami, and takes about five hours. The Tamiami Trail (US-41), as its name indicates, connects Tampa and Miami, but its route is far from direct. It wends its way through the heart of all the major cities on the southwest coast—Sarasota, Venice, Fort Myers, and Naples—and also cuts through the northern sections of Big Cypress National Park and is the only road to the northern access points of Everglades National Park.

Plan on taking a break in Fort Myers (125 miles south of Tampa, about a three-hour drive), where you can grab a meal of steak and seafood downtown at the classy Veranda (2122 2nd St., 239/932-2065, www.verandarestaurant.com, 11:30am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-9:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 11:30am-2:30pm and 5:30pm-10:30pm Fri., 5:30pm-10:30pm Sat., from $28), and spend the night at the Hibiscus House Bed & Breakfast (2135 McGregor Blvd., 239/332-2651, www.thehibiscushouse.net, from $119 d).

I-75 runs somewhat parallel to the Tamiami Trail (and is called “Alligator Alley” through the topmost sections of Big Cypress), but instead of terminating in Miami, it will land travelers in Fort Lauderdale, forcing a quick drive south on I-95 or Florida’s Turnpike. This option is 280 miles and takes about four hours. The only food available is at Alligator Alley’s rest stops.

From the Florida Keys or the Southern Everglades

It’s about 165 miles from Key West to Miami. US-1 is the only road that runs through the Keys to the southern tip of mainland Florida. The southernmost terminus of US-1 is in Key West. Once you depart the islands, you’ll be in Florida City, which is also where you’ll emerge after leaving the southern Everglades. Continue on US-1 through the southern suburbs of Miami for a stop-start journey that’s decidedly less than scenic, or just hop on the Florida Turnpike for 26 miles, pay your tolls, and get to downtown Miami in about 20 minutes.

Getting There by Air, Train, or Bus

Air

Miami International Airport (MIA, 4200 NW 21st St., 305/876-7000, www.miami-airport.com) is continually duking it out with Orlando International for the title of Florida’s busiest airport, but without a doubt MIA is by far the more international of the two. The airport is not only served by multiple daily flights by all major low-cost and cut-rate American carriers—including dozens of direct flights from around the country—but is also the primary point of entry for travelers entering the United States from South America and the Caribbean. It is the third-busiest international gateway after LAX and JFK. The airport, a hub for American Airlines, is located only about eight miles from downtown Miami. Taxis ($32 flat rate for 1-5 people to South Beach, $26.50 flat rate for 1-5 people to North Miami Beach, $21.70 flat rate for 1-5 people to downtown and Coconut Grove) and shuttles are available (from $10 per person to hotels) in the ground transportation area.

Despite the proximity and the wide availability of service at MIA, many travelers have begun using Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood International Airport (FLL, 320 Terminal Dr., Ft. Lauderdale, 866/435-9355, www.broward.org/airport) instead. Although it’s almost an hour away from downtown Miami, FLL has carved out a niche catering to low-cost carriers and is far easier to navigate than the labyrinthine and somewhat outdated facilities at MIA. Taxis can run upwards of $75 to Miami, but shuttle services are available in the ground transportation area from around $40.

Train and Bus

Amtrak (8303 NW 37th Ave., 305/835-1221, www.amtrak.com) runs its Silver Star and Palmetto services from Miami north through Jacksonville, Orlando, and Tampa.

The Tri-Rail (8303 NW 37th Ave., $4-7) commuter train connects Palm Beach and Broward Counties with Miami. In 2014, Amtrak and Tri-Rail will both terminate at the Miami Central Station, at Miami International Airport. Once Miami Central Station is open, the 37th Avenue train station will close.

The Miami Greyhound station (4111 NW 27th St., 305/871-1810, www.greyhound.com) is open 24 hours.

Sights

South Beach

South Beach has become shorthand for “stylish.” While the style referred to involves shimmery and sheer clothing and lots of chrome and glass, the fact is that South Beach is one of the hottest international vacation destinations, drawing celebrities from New York, Hollywood, Europe, and Latin America for tropical bacchanalias that are impossibly glamorous and ineffably decadent. Every casual visitor to SoBe tries to rub off a little of that magic, and, in terms of sheer numbers, tourists outnumber the fashionistas on almost any day of the week. As a result, during the peak winter season, parking in South Beach is a nightmare, getting a reservation at a hot restaurant is almost impossible, and hotel rates are extremely high. Even during the summer—theoretically the slow season—finding a comfortable spot at the large beach area is a daunting task. And parking is still a challenge. To avoid dealing with parking, rent a bike from the city’s public bike-rental program, DecoBike (305/532-9494, www.decobike.com, from $4/half-hour), which has automated pick-up/drop-off kiosks throughout Miami Beach. A free iPhone app makes the process even easier.


Carl Fisher and Rosie the Elephant

The early history of Miami Beach’s development is filled with men and women who not only could see the area’s potential as a tourist destination but also had the ability to convince hundreds of thousands of other people that their place was truly an American paradise. Of all of the pitchmen, developers, shysters, con artists, and self-promoters scurrying around Miami Beach during the 1920s land boom, Carl Fisher was unique. Along with John Collins, Fisher was responsible for the construction of the Collins Bridge, the dredging of Biscayne Bay, the development of Miami Beach’s streetcar system, the clearing and building of Lincoln Road, and the construction of several notable hotels. Those hotels, of course, needed guests, and the only way to get bodies into beds in the early 20th century was to convince non-Florida residents that Miami Beach was a decadent and otherworldly paradise.

Fisher utilized small Asian elephants for many of his construction projects. One of them, a cute female named Rosie, was enlisted as something of a poster pachyderm for all the wild and exotic times that could be had in Miami Beach. Rosie wound up posing for scores of promotional shots, including one that had her acting as a golf caddy for President Warren G. Harding. Fisher’s gambit definitely worked, and soon guests were arriving at Fisher’s Flamingo Hotel (now the Flamingo South Beach apartments, 1500 Bay Rd.) to get a glimpse of Rosie, who became something of a tourist attraction in her own right. Rosie died in the late 1930s.



S Ocean Drive

The vintage cars parked along Ocean Drive complement the beautiful art deco architecture of the area, and were you anywhere but South Beach, the effect would be a bit of historical charm. The crush of tourists and celebrity-spotters that descend on the area during the day are replaced at night by stylish club-goers and action-seekers, resulting in South Beach’s most dynamic and crowded area. The actual beach of South Beach is at Lummus Park (Ocean Dr. between 5th and 15th Sts., 305/673-7730, www.miamibeachfl.gov). Despite its size, the Lummus Park beach is often incredibly crowded, and it is great for people-watching.

If you start your journey at the Art Deco Gift Shop (1001 Ocean Dr., 305/531-3484, www.mpdl.org, 9:30am-7pm daily), you stand a much better chance of getting a better understanding of the area. The Miami Design Preservation League offers a variety of different tours from the shop that point out and contextualize the numerous examples of art deco architecture on and around Ocean Drive. There are guided and non-guided tours, as well as bike tours and even cell phone tours.
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Wolfsonian-FIU Museum


The Wolfsonian-FIU Museum (1001 Washington Ave., 305/531-1001, http://wolfsonian.org, noon-6pm Sat.-Tues., noon-9pm Thurs.-Fri., $7 adults, $5 seniors and children, children 5 and under free) opened in 1992 as a means to display the Mitchell Wolfson Jr. collection of decorative and propaganda arts. It has since grown to be one of the country’s preeminent institutions focused on the history and cultural role of industrial design. The imposing, seven-story, 56,000-square-foot Mediterranean revival-style building is huge, but the actual museum is confined to the top three floors. Visitors can see a variety of materials from the arts and crafts movement, examples of Italian art nouveau, political propaganda, and other objects that reflect Wolfson’s belief that “What man makes, makes man.”

World Erotic Art Museum

Near the Wolfsonian is a museum dedicated to an entirely different sort of artistry. The World Erotic Art Museum (1205 Washington Ave., 305/532-9336, http://weam.com, 11am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sun., $15) documents centuries’ worth of erotic art, from pre-Columbian sculptures and classical nudes to examples of pop-culture sexuality. The museum is well organized, if a bit cramped, and is notable for the fact that it doesn’t continually attempt to apologize for its contents by applying unnecessary academic context to the works. The owner-curators clearly have a sense of humor and an eye for art, so while much in the museum is tasteful—if graphic—there’s a lot that is shocking and witty.

Española Way

The peach-colored buildings along Española Way are beautiful and charming, but they weren’t always that way. Like much of South Beach, the neighborhood was in a state of disrepair in the late 1970s and early 1980s. But thanks to the entrepreneurial vision of a few daring souls—and, some would say, multiple appearances as settings for episodes of Miami Vice—the area has made an amazing turnaround and is now one of the more comfortably hip parts of South Beach. With a friendly, inclusive vibe, the galleries, boutiques, and restaurants in the area maintain a funky historical vibe that’s accessible and relaxing.

Jewish Museum of Florida

Decades ago, Miami Beach was nicknamed “Little Jerusalem” as a way of acknowledging the enormous population of Jewish retirees who had come to the area in the 1960s and 1970s. Although that population has gotten noticeably smaller since Miami Beach’s star-powered revival in the 1980s and 1990s, the influence of the Jewish community on the greater Miami area is still quite strong. Part of Florida International University, the Jewish Museum of Florida (301 Washington Ave., 305/672-5044, http://jewishmuseum.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., $12 families, $6 adults, $5 seniors and students, children 5 and under free) documents not only the history of Jews in Miami but also throughout the state, from early settlements in the Panhandle and Key West up to today, when the Miami metro area represents the single largest per-capita concentration of Jews outside of Israel. The main exhibit is “Mosaic: Jewish Life in Florida,” a well-organized and informative collection of more than 500 artifacts, photos, articles of clothing, and religious implements. There are also occasional traveling exhibits on display.

Miami Beach

If South Beach is your glamorous high school crush all decked out in next year’s hot fashions and partying until breakfast, Miami Beach is your grandparents. The high-rise condos along the beach house battalions of retirees, and although the area is home to plenty of high-dollar apartment towers catering to young professionals, the difference between this quiet and slightly worn-looking area and the vibrant environment of South Beach couldn’t be starker. As a result, it can also be somewhat more enjoyable. The beaches are far more accessible and often quite a bit less crowded (though never—ever—empty), and there are pockets of hipness with excellent friendly shops and restaurants.
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Holocaust Memorial


The Holocaust Memorial (1933 Meridian Ave., 305/538-1663, www.holocaustmemorialmiamibeach.org, 9am-9pm daily, free) is, appropriately, a pensive and elegiac place. The centerpiece is a 42-foot bronze sculpture of an arm extending skyward from the ground; the arm is surrounded by scores of vivid sculptures of people, some climbing the arm, others laying around the ground of the plaza surrounding the primary sculpture. The work, designed by Kenneth Treister, is intense and captivating. To view the sculpture, you pass by a black granite wall that retells the atrocities of the Holocaust, and then walk through an enclosed passage constructed of Jerusalem stone to view the sculpture. Another black granite wall on the opposite side is engraved with the names of Holocaust victims.

Miami Beach Botanical Garden

Around the corner from the Holocaust Memorial is the five-acre Miami Beach Botanical Garden (2000 Convention Center Dr., 305/673-7256, www.mbgarden.org, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun., free). Despite its small size, the garden is a quiet pastoral reprieve from the buzz of Miami Beach, with several distinct horticultural areas dedicated to banyans, palms, vines, bromeliads, and other tropical plants native to South Florida. The small Japanese garden is beautiful, meditative, and infused with a little bit of Miami Beach hipness.

Bass Museum of Art

The building that houses the Bass Museum of Art (2121 Park Ave., 305/673-7350, http://bassmuseum.org, noon-5pm Wed.-Sun., $8 adults, $6 seniors and students, children 5 and under free) was built in the 1930s to house the Miami Beach Public Library. Despite the classic art deco atmosphere, the permanent collection at the Bass has a somewhat incongruous emphasis on old European masters from the 15th and 16th centuries.

Downtown Miami

The actual “downtown” part of Miami is generally not worth your attention unless you’re in town to make a deal. The enormous skyscrapers and apartment buildings are all business, and with the exception of the Jewelry District, there’s not much to see for the casual traveler. However, just outside of downtown proper is the famous Design District, filled with galleries and decor boutiques.
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Pérez Art Museum Miami

The Pérez Art Museum Miami (101 W. Flagler St., 305/373-5000, www.pamm.org, 10am-6pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri.-Sun., 10am-9pm Thurs., $12 adults, $8 children, students, and seniors, military and children under 7 free) is, technically, a new museum, having opened in its current downtown location in December 2013. However, the PAMM has a history that dates back to the 1980s, when the Miami-Dade Cultural Center was opened on Flagler Street and began hosting high-profile traveling art exhibits. In the mid-1990s, a collection began to be curated, leading to the rechristening of the Center as the Miami Art Museum. The collection soon outgrew its original location and, in 2010, ground was broken on a $131-million, 200,000-square-foot building designed by the Swiss firm Herzog and de Meuron. The building, thanks to a mix of public and private funding, as well as a hefty donation of $35 million from real estate mogul (and the “Donald Trump of the Tropics”) Jorge M. Pérez, opened in the newly rechristened Museum Park (née Bicentennial Park) on Biscayne Bay in late 2013. It instantly became the most impressive piece of architecture in downtown Miami.

The works inside are deserving of their stylish and modern environment. Focused squarely on modern art, the PAMM’s collection barely nods to the world that existed pre-1950, and when it does (such as with exhibits of Cuban-American classics), it does so in the context of the here-and-now. The exhibits are curated and presented carefully and respectfully, and while it may be too early in this facility’s young life to label it a truly world-class museum, it’s clear that everything about it was designed with such an appellation in mind.

Miami Children’s Museum

Many cities have kid-centric museums that are built around interactive science exhibits, and the Miami Children’s Museum (980 Macarthur Causeway, 305/373-5437, http://miamichildrensmuseum.org, 10am-6pm daily, $15, $12 Florida residents, children under 1 free) certainly has its share of science-fair-type exhibits. But this is one of only a few children’s museums that actually appears to have been designed by children. Kids can go grocery shopping, learn how to take care of their pets, hang out with teddy bears, bang on musical instruments, pretend they’re on television, learn about saving money—much to the delight of elementary school-age children. Everything here is done in a way that’s designed to pique the interest of children, and the eye-level displays are enormously fun, engaging, and slyly educational. Its location along Macarthur Causeway puts it in something of a netherworld between the urban throb of downtown Miami and the sunny glitz of South Beach.
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top to bottom: Miami Children’s Museum; Miami Beach Botanical Garden; Casino Miami Jai Alai




Jungle Island


Also on the causeway between downtown Miami and South Beach is Jungle Island (1111 Parrot Jungle Trail, 305/400-7000, www.jungleisland.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat.-Sun., $35 adults, $33 seniors, $27 children, children 2 and under free). In its former incarnation as Parrot Jungle, out in southeast Miami, it was one of the first tourist attractions in the area, founded in 1936 as a 22-acre wildlife park where tropical birds could fly free among the exotic plants and other flora of the area. In 2002, the Parrot Jungle property was purchased by the municipality of Pinecrest, and the Jungle reopened on the small island between downtown Miami and Miami Beach in 2003 as Parrot Jungle Island (the name shortened to Jungle Island in 2007).

Jungle Island is home to a handful of pretty unique animals. In addition to a wide variety of tropical birds, you can catch a glimpse of a liger (lion and tiger hybrid), African pygmy goats, warthogs, a white lion, lemurs, alligators, monkeys, and more. Although Jungle Island doesn’t have the same Old Florida charm as Parrot Jungle, the daily “Winged Wonders” show and the unique interactive animal experiences (available for an additional fee) provide a unique opportunity for visitors who want to spend half of a day looking at animals without driving all the way out to the Miami Zoo.

Freedom Tower

The Freedom Tower (600 Biscayne Blvd.) was built in 1925 as the home of the Miami Daily News and commandeered by the United States government in the 1970s for use as a processing center for the thousands of Cuban refugees who came to Miami after Fidel Castro took over. It was here that many of these refugees were given basic medical and dental care, put in touch with family members who had already immigrated, and given relief aid as they started their new life in the United States. The processing center was closed in the mid-1970s and fell into considerable disrepair in the ensuing decades. A recent effort by Miami’s Cuban-American community—spearheaded by a $4.1 million investment by noted anti-Castro activist Jorge Mas Canosa—has taken great steps not just to renovate it but to restore it to its former glory. The building was designated a National Historic Landmark in October 2008, and it is currently owned by Miami-Dade College, housing an art gallery, museum, library, and the offices of the Mas Canosa-founded Cuban-American National Foundation.
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top to bottom: Miracle Mile in Coral Gables; the Design District; downtown Miami



S Design District

In 1921, pineapple plantation owner T. V. “The Pineapple King” Moore opened a large furniture store on NE 40th Street, meant to provide furnishings for his farm workers who resided in the Buena Vista area. From that furniture store, the Buena Vista neighborhood soon became the part of Miami where residents went to buy their home decor from any of the dozens of businesses that had popped up in the area. This was the first incarnation of the Design District (NE 36th St. to NE 42nd St. between NE 2nd Ave. and N. Miami Ave., 305/722-7100, www.miamidesigndistrict.net), which, like much of Miami, fell on incredibly hard times in the late 1970s and early 1980s. However, the efforts of visionary developers like Craig Robins—inspired by what had taken place in South Beach—transformed the area from a dilapidated warehouse district into a locus of contemporary decor and art that’s as recognized for its retail offerings as it is for its historic flavor. The shops are pricey, and many of them sell items and services that are intended for living spaces rather than carry-on souvenir bags. But even if you only take home inspiration about how to rethink your own domicile, a visit to the district will have been more than worth your while.

S Little Havana

At first, this area was known as the Shenandoah and Riverside neighborhoods and offered inexpensive housing and a bit of a blank slate for exiles and refugees to start new lives. As more and more Cubans began immigrating to Miami, the area began to take on a more definitive identity. Some observers have gone as far as to say that walking along Little Havana’s Calle Ocho is a reasonable facsimile for a stroll through the Cuban capital, but nobody’s going to mistake the low-slung mid-20th-century buildings here for the crumbling majesty of Habana Vieja any time soon. Still, what Little Havana lacks in architectural beauty, it more than makes up for in its vibrant sense of community.
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Calle Ocho

The heart of Little Havana is Calle Ocho, the 23-block-long stretch of SW 8th Street that serves as Main Street for Miami’s Cuban community. For a day-tripper, that may be something of an esoteric thing to try and take in, but that doesn’t stop the busloads of tourists from trying as they unload at Maximo Gomez Park (801 SW 15th Ave. at Calle Ocho) to watch the old-timers playing dominoes.

There are very few sights along Calle Ocho (or in Little Havana, for that matter), but the Cuban Memorial Plaza (Calle Ocho at 13th Ave.) is beautiful and poignant, with four blocks of various monuments to fallen heroes of Cuban history, as well as the Paseo de las Estrellas (Calle Ocho between 14th and 16th Aves.), a “walk of the stars” honoring the successes of famous Cuban actors, musicians, artists, and writers. Despite the lack of attractions, a great way to spend your time in Little Havana is to simply park your car and take a half day to wander up and down Calle Ocho, stopping into places like Lily’s Records (1419 SW 8th St., 305/856-2281, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-6pm Sun.) or the dozen or so cigar shops that line the street. The one thing you’ll quickly realize is that Calle Ocho—and, more generally, Little Havana—is not a tourist-ready trapped-in-amber recreation of a mystical Cuban homeland, but a busy communal neighborhood filled with folks shopping, running errands, and living their lives.

Woodlawn Park Cemetery

As mentioned, Little Havana is a neighborhood filled with people going about their daily business, so it goes without saying that a visit to the Woodlawn Park Cemetery (3260 SW 8th St., 305/445-9508, www.caballeroriverowoodlawn.com, 8am-sunset daily) should be undertaken respectfully. Still, history buffs will find much to appreciate, from the Gothic statuary and numerous beautiful grave markers to the final resting places of three former presidents of Cuba, other Cuban notables such as Antonio Prohias (creator of the Spy vs. Spy comics), and the touching Unknown Cuban Freedom Fighter Memorial.

Coral Gables

As you drive along 22nd Street from the southern edge of Little Havana, the canopy of banyan trees hanging over the street becomes a little thicker. Eventually the street changes names, first to Coral Way and then, after you cross SW 37th Avenue, to the famous Miracle Mile, Coral Gables’s historic and upscale shopping district. Although the Mile isn’t the only thing to see in Coral Gables, the atmosphere it projects as a moneyed oasis in the heart of rough-and-tumble Miami is quite appropriate. In addition to the Mile, make sure to explore the neighborhood that houses the Venetian Pool and the Biltmore Hotel.
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Venetian Pool

Situated in the heart of a residential neighborhood near the historic Biltmore Hotel is the Venetian Pool (2701 DeSoto Blvd., 305/460-5306, www.coralgables.com, 11am-7:30pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-4:30pm Sat.-Sun. Apr.-Sept., 10am-4:30pm Tues.-Sun. Oct.-Nov. and Feb.-Mar., $11.50 adults, $6.50 children Apr.-Sept., $7.70 adults, $4.15 children Oct.-Nov. and Feb.-Mar., children under 3 not admitted). Carved out of an abandoned limestone quarry in the 1920s, the pool is fed by a freshwater aquifer that pumps more than 820,000 gallons of spring water into it every day; at night, the pool is drained in an environmentally friendly manner, allowing it to be refilled with clean water daily. While the pool itself is a beautiful thing, the ornate observation towers and lush tropical foliage of the surrounding grounds make for a sublimely transporting experience for non-swimmers. Make sure to check out the beautiful De Soto Fountain, just on the other side of the main parking lot of the Venetian Pool, but don’t jump in!

Lowe Art Museum

The deceptively small Lowe Art Museum (1301 Stanford Dr., 305/284-3535, www.lowemuseum.org, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun., $10 adults, $5 children and seniors, children under 12 free) is located on the campus of the University of Miami and houses a surprisingly large and diverse permanent collection of more than 15,000 works ranging from Greco-Roman antiquities and classical European art to impressive photography exhibits and a range of well-curated “international” exhibits focusing on African, Asian, Latin American, and South Pacific art. Although the exhibit space isn’t quite as large as some other Florida museums, the well-organized museum has considerable depth, seeming to prefer to expend its energies on procurement and organization rather than dedicating hundreds of square feet to single pieces of art.

Coconut Grove

Home to one of Miami’s most iconic locations—the elegant and expansive Vizcaya Museum & Gardens—Coconut Grove has long been one of the city’s most desirable neighborhoods. Although some parts have a feel of upscale mediocrity (especially the CocoWalk area), other parts, like Billy Rolle Domino Park (Elizabeth St. and Grand Ave.), evince the strong influence of the Bahamian community that is so vibrant here. This combination, along with the tropical foliage, historic architecture, and bayside charm of the area make Coconut Grove a neighborhood that is both unique to Miami as well as uniquely Miami.
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The Barnacle Historic State Park

It’s easy to be convinced that Miami’s history only reaches back as far as the art deco buildings of South Beach, but the mansion at the heart of The Barnacle Historic State Park (3485 Main Hwy., 305/442-6866, www.floridastateparks.org, 9am-5pm Wed.-Mon., $2) provides a different sort of perspective on the area’s growth. Built in 1891 by yacht builder Ralph Munroe as one of the first homes in the Coconut Grove area, the house is highly unique, crafted from timber collected from wrecked sea vessels and designed in a way that can only be described as “whimsical.” Opening out onto Biscayne Bay, the grounds are equally gorgeous, spreading out over five acres of hardwood hammocks and sea breezes. There are guided tours of the property Friday-Monday at 10am, 11:30am, 1pm, and 2:30pm.

S Vizcaya Museum & Gardens

Designed by Beaux-Arts-trained painter Paul Chaflin as a winter residence for early Miami developer James Deering, the 1916 estate at Vizcaya Museum & Gardens (3251 S. Miami Ave., 305/285-9133, http://vizcayamuseum.org, 9:30am-4:30pm daily, $15 adults, $10 seniors and students, $6 children 6-12, children 5 and under free) is one of the Miami area’s most beautiful sights. Deering himself only lived here for a little less than a decade. But the house, known as Villa Vizcaya, has all the elegance and opulence of a Gilded Age masterpiece, with 34 rooms decorated in various sumptuous European antiques that reflect the mishmash of Mediterranean revival and Italian Renaissance revival architecture that Chaflin employed in the house’s construction. The 10 acres of formal botanical gardens are decorated with antique statuary shrouded by dense tropical foliage, making for something of a mysterious walk-through experience.

Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden

When international horticulturist and “plant explorer” David Fairchild retired to Miami in the mid-1930s, he had amassed a lifetime’s worth of knowledge on rare and exotic plants from around the world. That knowledge and some of his samples went into the creation of the Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden (10901 Old Cutler Rd., 305/667-1651, www.fairchildgarden.org, garden 7:30am-4:30pm daily, conservatory and science village complex 9:30am-4:30pm daily, $25 adults, $18 seniors, $12 children, children 5 and under free). The facility has grown considerably since it first opened in the late 1930s, adding auditoriums, an educational “science village,” and several labs and greenhouses along the way. Today, it’s a preeminent destination for plant lovers and is one of the best botanical gardens in a state filled with botanical gardens. More than 4,000 plants are on display throughout its 83 acres, including palms, orchids, and bromeliads, as well as more exotic species like rare Asian fruit trees, all of which are well-maintained and informatively marked. Visitors in a hurry should avail themselves of the 45-minute guided tram tour. But the best way to take in these beautiful gardens is to devote half a day to lazily wandering the grounds.

Key Biscayne

Key Biscayne is a 14-square-mile island that’s just a few minutes from downtown Miami via the Rickenbacker Causeway. The relaxed outdoors vibe is a marked contrast to the glitzy pulse of South Beach and the all-business tone of central Miami. Most visitors head straight for one of the beaches or the activities at the Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park (1200 S. Crandon Blvd., www.floridastateparks.org, 8am-sunset daily, $8 per car or $4 per single-occupant vehicle), but there are a couple of other notable sights here as well.

Miami Seaquarium

The small and somewhat worn Miami Seaquarium (4400 Rickenbacker Causeway, 305/361-5705, http://miamiseaquarium.org, 9:30am-6pm daily, $40 adults, $30 children, children 2 and under free) was one of the first big attractions in Miami. But it’s beginning to show the cracks and creaks of its 50-year history. Still, the park is compact enough to visit in half a day, allowing visitors to peek into the half-dozen animal exhibits or take in one of the four trained-sea-mammal shows. The park recently undertook a $5 million addition in the form of Dolphin Harbor, which offers small-group dolphin-interaction experiences starting at $139.

Stiltsville

If you look out into the water at the southern tip of Key Biscayne, you’re likely to see the unusual sight of seven houses situated in the middle of Biscayne Bay. Those houses are all that remains of Stiltsville, which began with the construction of a fishing shack in the 1920s. Soon after, other buildings, like the Calvert Club and Party Central, were built as a way for moneyed Miamians to escape the hustle and bustle of city life and many of the pesky vice laws that were less easily enforced several yards away from land. The houses of Stiltsville have figured prominently in Miami’s underground lore (Carl Hiaasen wrote of activities there in three of his books). Today most of the old social clubs are gone, and the remaining Stiltsville houses have barely escaped being demolished by the National Park Service, which, in an odd turn, now owns and maintains them.

South of Miami

Monkey Jungle

You really have to love a place with a slogan like “Where Humans are Caged and Monkeys Run Wild.” For decades, Monkey Jungle (14805 SW 216th St., 305/235-1611, www.monkeyjungle.com, 9:30am-5pm daily, $29.95 adults, $23.95 children, children 2 and under free) has made it clear where its priorities lie when it comes to choosing between the needs of visitors and the needs of the hundreds of primates who freely roam this 30-acre reserve. There are more than 30 species of primates at this family-owned operation, and although they’re not all always visible, visitors are certainly assured of seeing most of them, including Java monkeys, tamarins, spider monkeys, gibbons, and more. Kids love being able to feed the monkeys (food boxes are available for purchase), and the shows are entertaining if not the most informative. Many of the areas inside the park are unshaded, so it’s best to go early in the morning.

Zoo Miami

A more traditional zoological experience can be had at Zoo Miami (12400 SW 152nd St, 305/251-0400, www.miamimetrozoo.com, 9:30am-5:30pm daily, $16 adults, $12 children, children 2 and under free), a 740-acre facility that is quite exceptional. It’s the only tropical zoo in the United States, and is focused primarily on tropical animals from Asia, Africa, South America, and Australia. Most of the creatures here are likely to be familiar—giraffes, kangaroos, rhinoceroses, lions, tigers, elephants—but there are many unique mammals as well, such as okapis, tapirs, a New Guinean singing dog, a Visayan warty pig. The birds here are also amazing, thanks to the tropical tilt of the zoo’s curation, with colorful toucans, cuckoos, flamingos, storks, and more. With 300-plus visitor accessible acres, this park is massive (it was built on a former Naval Air Station). Thankfully, in addition to a three-mile-long walking path that gets you into the heart of the exhibits, there’s also an elevated monorail to quickly get visitors from one area of the park to another, with stunning views of the animals below. If you’re on Miami Beach and don’t have a car, the zoo offers a shuttle service, Zoo Miami Express (786/350-7036, $65 adults, $55 children, includes zoo admission). If you’re an animal-lover, the zoo is definitely worth the half-hour voyage from central Miami.

S Coral Castle

India has the Taj Mahal, Miami has the Coral Castle (28655 S. Dixie Hwy., Homestead, 305/248-6345, www.coralcastle.com, 8am-6pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-9pm Fri.-Sat., $15 adults, $12 seniors, $7 children, children 6 and under free). Built as an homage to a lost love, this highly unique architectural oddity is probably one of my favorite places in all of Miami, although not everyone may appreciate the bizarre romantic beauty of the place. While Latvian immigrant Ed Leedskalnin didn’t have the armies of laborers and acres of marble that Shah Jahan was able to utilize in the construction of the Taj Mahal, the lovelorn creator of the Coral Castle did have access to 1,100 tons of coral and a friend with a tractor. Somehow, the tubercular, five-foot, 100-pound Leedskalnin managed to construct this enormous assemblage of coral-stone buildings and sculptures all by himself, often in the middle of the night, and the final product is remarkable indeed.

Visitors are free to wander the three-acre site. Although you can take in the structures in as little as 30 minutes, the unique nature of Coral Castle invites a much more leisurely exploration. For first-time visitors, a guided tour (which lasts about an hour and is free) is strongly recommended. As the carving at the entrance gate proclaims, “You will be seeing unusual accomplishment.”

Beaches

South Beach

When people talk about going to the beach at South Beach, they’re most likely talking about heading to Lummus Park (Ocean Dr. between 5th St. and 15th St., 305/673-7730, www.miamibeachfl.gov). The beach is long and wide, with crystal-blue waters gently lapping the soft white sands. And those sands are often packed—packed—with people. With the nexus of South Beach’s dining and nightlife just a few steps away, the beach is crowded both day and night, and for those looking for an overload of people-watching, this is definitely the beach to go to.

Seekers of quietude would likely be better served heading for South Pointe Park (1 Washington Ave.), which, due to numerous rocky outcroppings and some incredibly rough waters kicked up by the combination of tides and passing cruise ships, is often pretty deserted. It’s a scenic beach that’s much better for picnics and relaxing than it is for swimming and sunbathing, although the waves often lure surfers into tempting fate among the rocks.

North Miami Beach

Families will generally find more appropriate beaches north of South Beach. Parks like Indian Beach Park (4601 Collins Ave.) and Collins Park (201 21st St.) are spacious and often considerably less crowded than the beaches to the south. Both parks have parking lots ($2/hour) and restroom/shower facilities. The Miami Beach boardwalk starts at Collins Park and goes for 20 blocks north, allowing easy access to parts of the beach that are blocked by the many condominiums along Collins Avenue.

The best beach in the immediate area, though, is the one found at North Shore Open Space Park (7900 Collins Ave.), which is remarkably uncrowded and even somewhat rustic in spots thanks to overgrowing sea grape trees and spacious swaths of sand. The water is beautiful and blue, and there are picnic tables, grills, restroom/shower facilities, and, somewhat amazingly, plenty of nearby metered parking spaces ($2/hour).

Those looking to avoid public nudity should avoid heading farther north to Haulover Beach (10800 Collins Ave.). The large beach park is beautiful and popular, and the northernmost portion of it is clothing-optional.

Key Biscayne

Reopened after a long restoration effort that was necessary after years of neglect, Virginia Key Beach (3701 Rickenbacker Causeway, 7am-sunset daily, $5 per car) is a historic beach park with a mile of narrow shoreline, smooth shallow waters, restroom/shower facilities, picnic area, and even a carousel. The beach area is natural, and a copse of trees directly abuts the shoreline.

A better beach option in the area is the Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park (1200 S. Crandon Blvd., www.floridastateparks.org, 8am-sunset daily, $8 per car or $4 per single-occupant vehicle), with its wide and expansive beach that stretches along a mile of Atlantic Ocean coastline. The waters are blue and calm, while the natural areas throughout the park are rough and pastoral. An array of facilities—including water-bike rentals—are available. Make sure to dedicate half an hour or so to exploring the mid-19th-century lighthouse here.

South of Miami

Windsurfers love the action at Matheson Hammock Park (9610 Old Cutler Rd., www.miamidade.gov, sunrise-sunset daily, $5 per car Mon.-Fri., $6 per car Sat.-Sun.). Although the air currents are active, the waters are calm and shallow, making it a favorite with families who love to spread out on the large beach. There’s a saltwater lagoon where water cycles through as the tides come in and out; it makes for a great enclosed area for kids to splash around in. Beyond the beach, this park has expansive nature areas, with mangroves, ponds, and lush tropical foliage.

Entertainment and Events

Nightlife

Although it’s possible to enjoy a “South Beach” club experience anywhere from Scranton to Spokane, the only place where those high-priced drinks, billowing linens, rooftop bars, and plush surroundings truly make sense is in the ultra-lounges in and around the Collins Avenue and Ocean Drive area. It’s here that the global elite—and those aspiring to emulate the global elite—come to party in clubs that are as swank and sumptuous as they are tropical and decadent. Of course, the roster of “it” places in Miami Beach is reshuffled on a regular basis, and the club that had three-block-long lines a few months ago may well be straining for attention today. But if you want to get a taste of what partying and dancing in South Beach is like, you’ll have no shortage of opportunities.

Despite popular perceptions, there’s more to nightlife in Miami than clubbing along Collins—a whole lot more. In fact, central Miami has several fantastic nightspots, most of which are decidedly more low-key and welcoming than the velvet ropes and shiny shirts of South Beach.

Miami Beach

There are plenty of places in Miami Beach where you can be surrounded by stylish folks who pay for overpriced drinks in crowded, tropical, glamorous locales. Celebrity DJs can be found spinning in lavishly decorated clubs like LIV (4441 Collins Ave., 305/674-4680, www.livnightclub.com, 11pm-5am Wed.-Sun.), while the vibe at South Beach legends like Nikki Beach (1 Ocean Dr., 305/538-1231, www.nikkibeachmiami.com, 11pm-5am Wed.-Sun.) is all indulgent luxury, complete with beds to lounge on while enjoying high-priced drinks and surprisingly decent food. (You’ll need to make a reservation for a bed, and there’s also a one-bottle-of-champagne drink minimum.)

Not everyone wants to spend the night (and early morning) dancing, and although it doesn’t have a reputation as a live music haven, Miami Beach does have a few decent venues to see bands perform. High-gloss dance clubs like LIV and Mansion (1235 Washington Ave., 305/532-1525, www.mansionmiami.com, 11pm-5am Mon.-Wed. and Fri.-Sat.) occasionally feature big-name live bands, but the main venue for touring acts is the beautifully renovated Jackie Gleason Theater, now known as Fillmore Miami Beach (1700 Washington Ave., 305/673-7300, http://fillmoremb.com, hours vary per show), which features concerts, comedians, and theater performances.

There are also quite a few bars in Miami Beach where the main attraction is, well, the bar. Neighborhood bars like Purdy Lounge (1811 Sunset Harbor Dr., 305/531-4622, www.purdylounge.com, 3pm-5am Mon.-Fri., 6pm-5am Sat.-Sun.) and Mac’s Club Deuce (222 14th St., 305/531-6200, 8am-5am daily) eschew glamour and rope lines for inexpensive drinks and a no-bull atmosphere. And the cozy hotel basement that houses Beaches Bar & Grill (4299 Collins Ave., 305/672-1910, 11am-5am daily) may be the only place on Miami Beach where you can queue up Merle Haggard on the jukebox. Pub lovers should check out the expansive Irish-themed Playwright Pub (1265 Washington Ave., 305/534-0667, www.playwrightirishpub.com, 11am-5am daily), which has plenty of room to spread out and multiple TVs on which to watch the big game—especially if that big game involves an Irish soccer team. The best bar in South Beach, though, is probably Abbey Brewing Co. (1115 16th St., 305/538-8110, http://abbeybrewinginc.com, 1pm-5am daily), a tiny hallway of pure beer heaven. In addition to a wide range of European craft beers and American microbrews, the Abbey also serves up a selection of its own award-winning beers. The staff knows beer, and although the space can turn from cozy to cramped pretty quickly, there’s a feeling of knowing camaraderie among the hopheads gathered here.

Central Miami

One of the best dingy punk-rock bars in the entire southeastern United States is Churchill’s Pub (5501 NE 2nd Ave., 305/757-1807, www.churchillspub.com, 11am-5am daily). Despite its location on one of the rougher edges of the Little Haiti neighborhood, Churchill’s is routinely packed with regulars and music fans who flock to hear punk, garage rock, metal, and even jazz artists in a super-friendly, dive-bar atmosphere.

For almost the exact opposite experience, head for Bardot (3456 N. Miami Ave., 305/576-5570, www.bardotmiami.com, 8pm-3am daily), one of the most unusual and schizophrenic music venues this longtime music critic has ever been in. On some nights, Bardot feels like a swank VIP room airdropped from South Beach, with bottle service, plush surroundings, and beautiful people drinking beautiful drinks. Other nights, thanks to the presence of great regional and national indie/underground bands playing on the club’s stage, it feels like the coolest music bar around. Most nights, though, it’s a slightly puzzling combination of the two, positively wonderful and quintessentially Miami. Another draw for Miami music lovers: the blues and barbecue at Tobacco Road (626 S. Miami Ave., 305/374-1198, www.tobacco-road.com, 11:30am-5am daily). Dating from 1912, it’s the oldest bar in the city. Tobacco Road has survived and thrived by offering good music, (relatively) cheap drinks, and food that’s far better than any dive bar should offer.

In downtown Miami, nightlife can be hit-or-miss. There are a few gems in the area, most notably two excellent craft cocktail bars, The Corner (1035 N. Miami Ave., 305/961-7887, www.thecornermiami.com, 4pm-5am Mon.-Thurs., 4pm-8am Fri.-Sat., 7pm-5am Sun.) and Blackbird Ordinary (759 SW 1st Ave., 305/671-3307, www.blackbirdordinary.com, 3pm-5am Mon.-Fri., 5pm-5am Sat.-Sun.). Both are pricey, hip, comfortable, and worth it for their skilled mixologists, who combine small-batch spirits and seasonal/local ingredients in custom recipes that will almost certainly have you rethinking your booze-and-chaser expectations. If you’re in downtown, Blackbird Ordinary is the most convenient, but the Corner is just on the western side of I-95 in the Overtown neighborhood.

Believe it or not, it is possible to find a place to dance in Miami that isn’t on South Beach. Downtown, the Vagabond (30 NE 14th St., 305/379-0509, http://thevagabondmiami.com, 10pm-3am Tues., 10pm-5am Thurs.-Sat.) sometimes sports some serious lines out front, but once inside, the mixture of funk, hip-hop, and rock booming out of the PA makes for a good time. Little Havana’s Hoy Como Ayer (2212 SW 8th St., 305/541-2631, www.hoycomoayer.us, 9pm-3am Wed.-Sun.) unsurprisingly dishes up hot Latin pop and salsa to a packed dance floor.

Casinos

Thanks to Florida’s rules on casino games, there are no casinos that are convenient to any of the most-traveled areas of Miami. The only legal casino action can be found at current or former dog tracks, jai alai frontons, and Native American reservations. The state’s rules restrict the types of games that each of these venues can have. The two closest gaming options to downtown are both located near the airport: Casino Miami Jai-Alai (3500 NW 37th Ave., 305/633-6400, www.casinomiamijaialai.com, 10am-4am Mon.-Fri., 24 hours Sat.-Sun.) offers slots, poker, dominoes, and digital roulette and blackjack tables; Magic City Casino (450 NW 37th Ave., 305/649-3000, www.magiccitycasino.com, 10am-4am Sun.-Thurs., 10am-5am Fri.-Sat.) has roulette, craps, and baccarat, as well as live greyhound races.

Out west, at the edge of the Everglades, is Miccosukee Resort & Gaming (500 SW 177th Ave., 305/222-4600, www.miccosukee.com, 24 hours daily). It’s not at all worth the drive, but if you’re headed out to the northern Everglades on the Tamiami Trail, it’s a fine place to stop and gamble a few hours away.

The Arts

Performing Arts

The crown jewel of Miami’s performing arts scene is the Adrienne Arsht Performing Arts Center (1300 Biscayne Blvd., 305/949-6722, www.arshtcenter.org), which opened in 2006 and, at 570,000 square feet, is the third-largest performing arts center in the United States. There are two principal venues in the center: an opera house and a concert hall, each of which can seat over 2,000 people. Additionally, there are two smaller performance spaces that hold about 200 people. With so much real estate, the Arsht Center doesn’t conform to the same “on-season” intensity as many Florida performing arts centers. Instead, it hosts high-profile performances throughout the year. Of course, winter sees a greater percentage of those, as the New World Symphony, Miami City Ballet, Florida Grand Opera, and the Concert Association of Florida all call the center home. But throughout the year a diverse slate of local arts groups and nationally known artists and performers can be seen here.

The beautiful Olympia Theater at the Gusman Center for the Performing Arts (174 E. Flagler St., 305/374-2444, www.gusmancenter.org) is located in a gorgeous Jazz Age movie theater and hosts performances by local dance troupes, touring jazz and world musicians, and occasional Broadway-style extravaganzas.

Theater buffs should head for Coral Gables, where they’ll have plenty to choose from, including the slate of contemporary plays put on at the New Theatre (South Miami-Dade Cultural Arts Center, 10950 SW 211 St., Cutler Bay, 305/443-5909, www.new-theatre.org) and GableStage (1200 Anastasia Ave., Coral Gables, 305/445-1119, www.gablestage.org) and the musicals at the Ring Theatre (1312 Miller Dr., Coral Gables, 305/284-3355, www.as.miami.edu/ringtheatre). The beautifully restored art deco Miracle Theatre (280 Miracle Mile, Coral Gables, 305/444-4181, www.actorsplayhouse.org) is the home of the Actors’ Playhouse, which performs a seasonal selection of musicals, classics, and contemporary theater productions.

Galleries

The greatest concentration of art galleries in Miami can be found in the Wynwood Art District (between NW 20th St. and NW 36th St., east of I-95). There are more than 40 galleries in this neighborhood, which is also known as “Little San Juan.” On the second Saturday of the month, the district hosts an art walk, which allows casual art fans to explore galleries like the ultramodern Fredric Snitzer Gallery (2247 NW 1st Pl., 305/448-8976, http://snitzer.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., free) and Abba Fine Art (233 NW 36th St., 305/576-4278, www.abbafineart.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 2pm-6pm Sat., free) and more unique outposts like the cavernous Hardcore Art Contemporary Space (72 NW 25th St., 305/576-1645) and the 3.2-acre Bakehouse Art Complex (561 NW 32nd St., 305/576-2828, www.bacfl.org, noon-5pm daily, free).

Festivals and Events

Art Festivals

Although Art Basel (www.artbasel.com, Dec.) is consistently referred to as a “sister festival” to the original prestigious Art Basel in Switzerland, it could easily be argued that this younger sibling has eclipsed its predecessor in terms of both its impact on the art world and on the Miami Beach social scene. For three days Miami Beach becomes the beating heart of the visual arts world as more than 200 galleries from around the world converge on museums and other display spaces throughout the area to exhibit the best in contemporary art. Those exhibits are complemented by scores of installations, parties, and innovative art shows that, for a weekend at least, gives the lie to stereotypical notions of Miami’s lack of culture.

There are several other worthwhile arts festivals throughout the year as well, and though the Coconut Grove Arts Festival (Coconut Grove, 305/447-0401, www.cgaf.com, Feb.) comes nowhere close to emulating Art Basel’s intensity, it does allow notable local and regional artists an opportunity to shine on a level playing field.

Film Festivals

Sponsored by Miami-Dade College, the annual Miami International Film Festival (citywide, 305/237-3456, www.miamifilmfestival.com, Mar.) is a robust film festival that usually shows around 100 features, many of which are international films with a special focus on Latin American themes and filmmakers.

The Miami Gay & Lesbian Film Festival (citywide, www.mglff.com, May) is put on in conjunction with the Fort Lauderdale Gay & Lesbian Film Festival and typically screens 20 features and an equal number of shorts.

Film buffs with short attention spans—or a taste for experimental films—will want to attend the Miami Short Film Festival (citywide, www.miamishortfilmfestival.com, Dec.).

Other Festivals

In a town as diverse as Miami, it’s unsurprising that there are a number of excellent cultural heritage festivals in the area throughout the year. The biggest is Calle Ocho in March, which takes place logically enough on Calle Ocho in Little Havana. It’s an enormous street party that brings in big names in Latin music, scores of food vendors, arts and crafts booths, and an enormously festive atmosphere. In June the Miami/Bahamas Goombay Festival (Grand Ave. and Fuller St., Coconut Grove, 305/448-9501) plays up the close relationship between Miami and its nearby Bahamian neighbors (Miami is closer to Freeport than it is to Orlando).

Sponsored by the Food Network, the South Beach Wine & Food Festival (citywide, South Beach, 877/762-3933, www.sobefest.com, Feb.) is a cornucopia of celebrity chef sightings, culinary seminars, wine tastings, progressive dinners, and scores of food-oriented events that appeal to gourmets and casual food fans alike. Many of the events are pricey, but the festival is to foodies what Sundance is to film fanatics.

The Winter Music Conference (WMC, Miami Beach Convention Center, 1901 Convention Center Dr., South Beach, 954/563-4444, http://wintermusicconference.com, Mar.) brings the world of dance and electronic music to South Beach for 10 days of club-hopping and networking. Although theoretically a professional conference, the DJ sets, parties, and events spill out all over Miami Beach and Miami.

In recent years, WMC’s star has been somewhat eclipsed in electronic music circles by the three-day Ultra Music Festival (866/433-4594, www.ultramusicfestival.com, Mar.), which typically occurs near the tail end of WMC. This festival, which celebrated its 16th year in 2014, takes place in downtown’s Bayfront Park. It is absolutely massive, bringing hundreds of thousands of music fans out to see a huge slate of the biggest acts in electronic music, as well as a wide selection of crossover pop and alternative artists.

Shopping

As a prime destination for the well-to-do, it’s not all that surprising that the Miami area has plentiful opportunities for visitors to part with their cash. Shops and boutiques abound throughout South Beach but are highly concentrated around the Lincoln Road area. Those looking for a deal on jewelry should head straight for the downtown Jewelry District.

Worth a voyage into Little Haiti is the excellent Sweat Records (5505 NE 2nd Ave., 786/693-9309, http://sweatrecordsmiami.com, noon-10pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun.), which specializes in indie and underground vinyl (they do have some CDs, too). They also sell turntables and accessories, posters, and, thanks to the inclusion of Miami’s only vegan coffee bar, excellent coffee and vegan snacks. Sweat regularly holds in-store concerts by local and touring bands.

Shopping Districts

Downtown

There are lots of places to spend money in downtown Miami. The Bayside Marketplace (401 Biscayne Blvd., 305/577-3344, www.baysidemarketplace.com, 10am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-9pm Sun.) near the Port of Miami is geared toward cruise ship passengers. This mall has Brookstone, Lady Foot Locker, Skechers, Gap, and other chain stores. There’s also a Hard Rock Cafe and Hooters on-site. There are a handful of decent, if not adventurous, locally-owned restaurants here, as well as a couple of interesting, smaller boutiques like Passage to India (305/375-9504), which has jewelry, clothing, and accessories with a South Asian flair. Passage to India also has a branch on Washington Avenue in South Beach.

A much more interesting (and expensive) foray downtown would be the four-block area known as the Jewelry District. One of the largest jewelry districts in the United States, there are hundreds of retailers and wholesalers jammed into the area bounded by North Miami Avenue, NE 2nd Avenue, East Flagler Street, and NE 2nd Street. There are international distributors here that provide much of the stock for jewelry stores throughout the Caribbean and Latin America. The historic Seybold Building (36 NE 1st St., 305/374-7922, www.seyboldjewelry.com, 9:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Sat.) is a 10-story jewelry haven with nearly 300 jewelers on-site. Next door, the three-story International Jewelry Center (22 NE 1st St., 305/373-9898, http://ijcmiami.com, hours vary by merchant) is smaller but still grand in scale, with jewelers and precious-metal merchants tucked into the cavernous and luxurious building. There are still scores of interesting shops beyond the walls of these massive buildings, including Jewelry District legend Morays (50 NE 2nd Ave., 305/374-0739, www.moraysjewelers.com, 10:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) and the bling-y flair on offer at Haimov Jewelers (33 NE 1st St., 305/381-8901, www.haimov.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.).

Lincoln Road

Only in South Beach would you have to traverse a velvet rope and then be deemed worthy of entrance into a clothing shop. There are several such shops in the Lincoln Road area, like Alchemist (438 Lincoln Rd., 305/531-4653, http://shopalchemist.com, 10am-10pm daily), which features designer brands like Givenchy and Chanel. Other shops, like the excellent vintage shop Fly Boutique (650 Lincoln Rd., 305/604-8508, www.flyboutiquevintage.com, 11am-7pm Sun.-Fri.), offer more accessible options as well.

Miracle Mile

The founding concept behind the Miracle Mile was to allow Coral Gables shoppers to be able to get their hands on anything they could possibly need within just a few blocks. While the current incarnation of the Mile caters to a more selective audience, the pedestrian-friendly neighborhood has scores of unique shops where you can get everything from a tuxedo at Ace Tuxedos (252 Miracle Mile, 305/446-5402, 10:30am-6:30pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., 10:30am-5pm Tues., 10:30am-4pm Sat.) to a trim at the Paris-Claire Salon (345 Miracle Mile, 305/448-5514, http://parisclairesalon.com, 10am-6pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat., 1pm-9pm Fri.). There are jewelry shops: Klein Jewelers (85 Merrick Way, 305/444-0042, www.kleinjewelers.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-1pm Sat.); clothing shops: Hip-E (359 Miracle Mile, 305/445-3693, www.hip-e-boutique.com, 11am-7pm Mon.-Wed. and Sat., 11am-8pm Thurs.-Fri.); home decor: Grand Oriental Rug Gallery (383 Aragon Ave., 305/442-4502, www.grandorientalruggallery.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Thurs., 10:15am-7pm Fri., 11am-6pm Sat.); and more.
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Malls


CocoWalk

There are only a few dozen shops in CocoWalk (3015 Grand Ave., Coconut Grove, 305/444-0777, www.cocowalk.net, 10am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat.), but the open-air mall has somehow managed to make itself a minor tourist destination. While the shops are mostly familiar—Gap, Victoria’s Secret, Cheesecake Factory—shoppers seem to enjoy the midrange shops.

Bal Harbour Shops

For a truly exclusive mall-going experience, Bal Harbour Shops (9700 Collins Ave., Bal Harbour, 305/866-0311, http://balharbourshops.com, 10am-9pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) is the place to go. From the moment you pay to park—yes, paid parking at a mall—and then step into the lushly landscaped open-air property, it’s clear why this mall is considered one of the most luxurious contained shopping experiences in the South. Anchored by Saks and Neiman Marcus, and hosting outposts for Tiffany, Jimmy Choo, Armani, Bulgari, Chanel, Vera Wang, Prada, Versace, and even more top-name designers, Bal Harbour is definitely not for the bargain hunter.

Sports and Recreation

Parks

Bayfront Park

In downtown, Bayfront Park (301 N. Biscayne Blvd.) is probably best known for its two concert spaces: the Bayfront Park Amphitheater and the Tina Hills Pavilion. But the 32-acre park is also an excellent urban park space, redesigned in the early 1980s by Isamu Noguchi to incorporate historical monuments, sculptures, fountains, and scenic walking trails.

Kennedy Park

Near Coconut Grove, the lush scenery and kid-friendly playgrounds at Kennedy Park (2600 S. Bayshore Dr.) make it a popular destination for families on the weekends. Dogs are also welcome in a delineated off-leash area. The views out onto Biscayne Bay are fantastic, and there are often food and drink vendors set up nearby to provide the opportunity for a great picnic day.

Biscayne National Park

Biscayne National Park (9700 SW 328 St., Homestead) is actually a 200-square-mile park, most of which is in the waters of Biscayne Bay and thickets of shorefront mangrove. The coral reefs just off shore are ideal for snorkeling and scuba-diving. Boat charters (from $40 per person) and canoe (from $12 per person per hour) and kayak (from $16 per person per hour) rentals are available inside the park.

Spas

Miami Beach

The best spas in Miami Beach are all located in hotels. The Setai (2001 Collins Ave., 305/520-6000, www.thesetaihotel.com) has a spa that offers a modern take on South Pacific atmosphere, while the spa at The Standard (40 Island Ave., 305/673-1717, http://standardhotels.com) is more focused on holistic treatments, with yoga and meditation classes as well as a “Center for Integral Living.”

Miami

The cream of the crop of Miami spas is the five-star spa at the Mandarin Oriental (500 Brickell Key Dr., 305/913-8288, www.mandarinoriental.com). Spread out over 15,000 square feet, the spa is as decadent as it is meditative, with 17 different treatment rooms and offerings that range from massages and manicures to Pilates and belly-dancing classes.

Down in Coconut Grove, the Spa Terre at the Grove Isle Hotel & Spa (4 Grove Isle Dr., Coconut Grove, 305/858-8300, www.groveisle.com) is quite a bit smaller, but it has a solid array of services that include massages, body masks, facials, and herbal therapies.

Golf

There are dozens of excellent golf courses in the Miami area, so golfers should have no problem finding a place to tee off. The Blue Monster course at Doral Golf Resort & Spa (4400 NW 87th Ave., 800/713-6725, www.trumphotelcollection.com, $105-250) hosts one of the three annual World Golf Championships, and there are four other championship courses on the property. Located near Miami International airport, Doral isn’t that convenient if you are staying downtown or at the beach; for those folks, the Biltmore Golf Course (1210 Anastasia Ave., Coral Gables, 305/460-5364, www.biltmorehotel.com, $192) is a good option. Although it doesn’t provide nearly the level of difficulty as Doral, the scenery is beautiful, the play reasonably challenging, and winding down in one of the Biltmore Hotel’s luxurious lounges is enough of an experience to make even a middling day of golf seem like an excellent one. Even more convenient is Miami Beach Golf Club (2301 Alton Rd., Miami Beach, 305/532-3350, www.miamibeachgolfclub.com, $100-200), which is quite scenic even though it isn’t on the beach.

Tennis

At the northern end of Miami Beach, the North Shore Park Tennis Center (501 72nd St., Miami Beach, 305/604-4080, http://gsibollettieri.com, 8am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-8pm Sat.-Sun., $8 per hour, $1.50 light fee) has 10 clay courts and two hard courts, all of which are lit at night. The Bollettieri Tennis Training Academy holds daily classes here. Also in the area is the Penny Sugarman Tennis Center at Sans Souci (1795 Sans Souci Blvd., North Miami, 305/893-7130, www.northmiamifl.gov, 9:30am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., $4 per person). It has 13 lit courts, one of which is clay and the others Laykold-surfaced.

Spectator Sports

Professional Sports

Miami has teams in almost every national professional league. The two-time Super Bowl-winning Miami Dolphins play football August-January at Dolphin Stadium (2269 Dan Marino Blvd., Miami Gardens, 954/452-7000, www.miamidolphins.com, from $30), which has also hosted five Super Bowls, two World Series, and three BCS championships. The 2012 and 2013 back-to-back NBA champions Miami Heat play basketball November-April at the American Airlines Arena (601 N. Biscayne Blvd., 786/777-1135, www.nba.com, from $20).

Two-time baseball World Series winners, the Miami Marlins (800/279-4444, http://miami.marlins.mlb.com) play their games March-October at the 2012-built Marlins Park (501 NW 16 Ave., 305/480-1300, from $25).

Homestead-Miami Speedway (1 Speedway Blvd., Homestead, 305/230-5000, www.homesteadmiamispeedway.com) hosts the final races of all three NASCAR series, the final IRL IndyCar series race, and the final Grand-Am Rolex Sports Car series.

College Sports

The Atlantic Coast Conference’s University of Miami Hurricanes (www.hurricanesports.com) play football at Dolphin Stadium (2269 Dan Marino Blvd., Miami Gardens, 954/452-7000), while the basketball team has their home games at the Bank United Center (1245 Dauer Dr., Coral Gables, 305/284-8686, www.bankunitedcenter.com). The Florida International University’s Golden Panthers (www.fiusports.com) play their Sun Belt conference football games in their own FIU Stadium (11200 SW 8th St.). Basketball games are also played on campus at the 6,000-seat U.S. Century Bank Arena.

Accommodations

To get the most out of a visit to Miami, stay on Miami Beach, since the concentration of restaurants and nightlife is at its highest, and you will only be a few minutes’ drive from the sights of mainland Miami. However, the vast majority of hotels in the area have peak-season rates that will make your wallet weep. It’s not cheap to stay in Miami, but visiting doesn’t necessarily have to be a budget-buster. During the high season (Dec.-Mar.) it’s possible (not necessarily likely) to snag a decent room in the vicinity of South Beach for under $200, with the rates decreasing the farther north you go. During the summer, those rates can sometimes be reduced by as much as half. Those who choose to stay downtown tend to be business travelers, so there are often incredible deals to be found for weekend stays in the area’s chain hotels, which are just a short cab ride away from South Beach.

South Beach

Under $100

With a history that dates back to the 1930s (Al Capone ran a gambling operation out of here), it’s remarkable that the Clay Hotel (1438 Washington Ave., 305/534-2988, www.clayhotel.com, dorm from $22 pp, private from $99 d) has managed to maintain its art deco charm while offering clean, decent accommodations at very low rates. Part of the Clay is set up as a dorm-style hostel. The audience skews pretty young and draws a lot of party-ready kids from Latin America. The atmosphere is exceedingly friendly, and the operators run a pretty tight ship. Hotel rooms have private baths as well as telephones, TVs, air-conditioning, and even mini-fridges, while the hostel dorms are similarly equipped (although bathrooms are shared). Guest rooms are small but tidy and surprisingly modern. The Clay has a full kitchen and laundry facilities available to guests.

$150-200

South Beach is a great place to stay if you want to spend a lot of money on a room, only to have the hotel staff treat you rudely. The Kent (1131 Collins Ave., 305/604-5068, www.thekenthotel.com, from $159 d) completely inverts the equation, putting an emphasis on friendly customer service and cheap rooms. While the stylish and modern guest rooms aren’t the largest on South Beach, neither do they raise the “Is this a room or a closet?” question that some art deco hotels around here do.

$200-300

Although South Beach’s reputation as a vacation destination for the rich and famous leads most folks to assume that hotel accommodations in the area are universally high-priced, it’s important to remember that South Beach wasn’t always such a glamorous outpost. There are quite a few hotels in the area that could easily be considered a bargain. Guest rooms in most of them are quite small, and the decor is usually not the most sumptuous, but the art deco architecture and central location of places like the Majestic Hotel (660 Ocean Dr., 305/455-3270, www.majesticsouthbeach.com, from $199 d) manage to more than make up for its relative lack of glamour. Guest rooms are clean and bright, with reasonably up-to-date furnishings, and some of the guest rooms even have great ocean views.

The Villa Paradiso (1415 Collins Ave., 305/532-0616, from $199 d) is a bargain. With its location right on Collins Avenue, the guest rooms are surprisingly calming, with views of the lush, quiet courtyard. More like cute studio apartments than standard motel rooms, the suites are good for those looking for a comfortable and inexpensive place to stay in the heart of South Beach.

Possessed of a similar charm is the Richmond Hotel (1757 Collins Ave., 305/538-2331, from $199 d), a family-owned establishment in a pink-lit art deco beauty of a building. There’s a lushly landscaped pool and courtyard area that feels completely isolated from the buzz of Collins Avenue, and guests can walk right from the pool to the beach. Guest rooms are simple and a little frumpy, but they’re clean and comfortable and come with all the modern conveniences.

The Catalina Hotel & Beach Club (1732 Collins Ave., 305/674-1160, www.catalinahotel.com, from $198 d) is a blast out of the 1960s retro-futurist past. Combining both the ornamental excess and the plasticky colors of jet-age chic with a refined modern touch (and Tempur-Pedic mattresses), the Catalina exudes the sort of visual decadence that so many visitors to South Beach are searching for. With more than 130 guest rooms spread over two buildings, it doesn’t quite feel like a boutique hotel, but its individualistic flair makes it feel far more intimate than it really is. Guest rooms are beautifully appointed with upscale fixtures and flat-screen TVs, and the three restaurants (Kung Fu Sushi, Red Bar & Cafe, and Maxine’s Bistro & Bar) and two swimming pools round out the fun and glamour combination.

For a while, many visitors to the Hotel Astor (956 Washington Ave., 305/531-8081, www.hotelastor.com, from $199 d) never made it past the restaurant in the basement; the Metro Kitchen + Bar was a preferred spot for B-list celebs and those who sought them out. Even though the Metro is closed, getting booked into one of the gorgeous and intimate guest rooms at the Astor is still pretty easy. The 40 freshly renovated guest rooms in this 80-year-old art deco building are beautiful (although the views generally aren’t) and they are incredibly comfortable, with adjustable lighting, soft mattresses, and upscale appointments. Even better, despite the Astor’s relatively central location and the popularity of its lounge and courtyard, the guest rooms manage to be pretty quiet.

In 1999, designer Todd Oldham reimagined the art deco classicism of the Tiffany Hotel into the directly named The Hotel (801 Collins Ave., 305/531-2222, www.thehotelofsouthbeach.com, from $284 d). Whether his work was a success depends completely on whether you prize style or square footage as a hotel’s most important feature. The Hotel has the former in spades; all the originality Oldham saved in coming up with the Hotel’s name was obviously directed into the modern, quirky elegance of the facility’s public areas and the 53 cute, well-appointed, and quiet guest rooms, each of which seems to have been individually decorated. Nearly all of the guest rooms push the definition of “cozy” into laughable territory. Still, with the clubs and restaurants of South Beach within steps of the front door, and the hotel’s own rooftop Spire Bar a nightlife destination of its own, you’re not likely going to be spending that much time in your room anyway.

Need a little more space to stretch out in your room? The S Casa Grande Suite Hotel (834 Ocean Dr., 305/672-7003, www.casagrandesuitehotel.com, from $229 d) offers, as the name implies, all-suite accommodations, and it’s probably one of the best deals on South Beach. Located right across Ocean Drive from Lummus Park, it’s right in the heart of the action, both during the day and at night. So it’s not the quietest place to stay, nor will you experience anything remotely approaching beach-bum solitude, but if the raucous energy of South Beach is why you’re here in the first place, you can do a whole lot worse than the Casa Grande. The smallest rooms here are studio apartment-sized, clocking in at 600-plus square feet, while the one-bedroom suites are around 850 square feet. While none of the rooms are particularly character-rich when it comes to decor, they’re all furnished nicely (if sparsely), with modern accents and comfortable bedding. As if that weren’t enough, all of the rooms come with full kitchens. Did I mention that this was an incredible deal?

Although it’s nestled in the heart of the art deco district (and set a block back from the beach on bustling Collins Avenue), Hotel Eva (1506 Collins Ave., 305/673-1199, www.hotelevamiamibeach.com, from $259 d) is actually a great example of midcentury modern architecture; it was built in the early 1960s. Like the Casa Grande, it offers suite-style accommodations. Most of the rooms here are junior suites (studio-sized), although there are also two one-bedroom suites. All the rooms have kitchenettes with small refrigerators and microwaves. One of the best features of the Eva is the fact that it has its own parking garage.

Over $300

One of the most photographed hotels in South Beach is undoubtedly the Breakwater (940 Ocean Dr., 305/532-2362, www.breakwatersouthbeach.com, from $339 d), thanks to its imposing and beautiful art deco exterior, which is highlighted by equally unmissable neon signage and accented by swaying palms out front. Add on the beach-view rooftop terrace, complete with bed seating and crisp, white umbrellas, and this is a property that is visual shorthand for “South Beach.” Thanks to a comprehensive renovation that concluded in 2011, the interior delivers on what the street view promises, with luxurious and stylish lodging ranging from smallish-but-comfortable rooms (at about 300 square feet) to somewhat larger 550-square-foot suites. If you’re looking for a splurge, plunk down for the privacy and poshness of one of the rooftop suites. All rooms feature minibars, flat-screen TVs, and posh bathrooms, while the more expensive suites also have sitting areas and terraces with whirlpool tubs. There is also a decent fitness center on-site with a small lap pool. Wi-Fi is complimentary throughout the property.

Like Diesel jeans? You might want to stay at the Pelican (828 Ocean Dr., 305/673-3373, www.pelicanhotel.com, from $349 d). If the Italian stylists behind Diesel know anything, it’s how to make something aggressively cool and fashion-forward accessible to the masses. Having the Diesel brand behind the design decisions at the Pelican is as awesome as it is odd. Each of the rooms here is put together with its own self-contained theme—”Birth of the Bubbles,” “Best Whorehouse,” “Me Tarzan, You Vain”—and each one of them is whimsical without being overly cute. More importantly, each room is interesting without being uncomfortable. Very few of the lower-priced rooms (in the “deluxe queen-size” category) are spacious, but neither are they overly cramped. Stepping up a couple of notches to the king-size suites like “Executive Fifties” makes for a more indulgent experience. Regardless of their design or price, all of the rooms come with flat-screen TVs, iPod/iPhone docks, fridges, safes, and nicely appointed bathrooms.

Blessed with a great location on Collins Avenue in the heart of South Beach, the Blue Moon Hotel (944 Collins Ave., 305/673-2262, www.bluemoonhotel.com, from $360 d) was “rescued” in 2012 by the Marriott chain and reimagined as part of the chain’s “Autograph Collection.” After coming under Marriott’s wing, the Blue Moon underwent a light facelift, and its rooms were slightly refreshed, but nothing that warranted a near doubling of the room rates. All the guest rooms are spacious and stylishly appointed, with flat-screen TVs, in-room safes, minibars, and coffee-makers, while the somewhat larger “deluxe” guest rooms are more conveniently located, with better views and slightly larger floor plans. There’s not a whole lot to differentiate the Blue Moon from South Beach’s art deco hotels, but it’s still a very nice hotel. The Blue Moon may not be an optimal selection for families—all guest rooms have only one queen-size bed.

The Clevelander (1020 Ocean Dr., 877/532-4006, www.clevelander.com, from $359 d) is best known for its late-night parties and raucous poolside scene. So despite its classy art deco exterior, those seeking a peaceful evening of rest in a historic building should look elsewhere. Those looking to indulge (or overindulge) themselves will find copious opportunities and won’t mind stumbling back to guest rooms that still show their age despite attempts to dress them up with flat-screen TVs and nice linens.

Miami Beach’s Mondrian (1100 West Ave., 305/514-1500, www.morganshotelgroup.com, from $419 d) is only the third hotel to bear the name, and unsurprisingly it both meets and exceeds the expectations people tend to have about this stylish brand. Opened at the beginning of 2009, the Mondrian doesn’t mimic its Los Angeles forebear but instead embraces its South Beach environment with billowing cabana-style tents, gorgeous views of the bay from its Sunset Lounge (the Mondrian isn’t located on the beach), and a stylish neo-tropical decor that’s as bracingly modern as it is sumptuous and comfortable. The Marcel Wanders-designed hotel even features an enormous vending machine in the lobby that, instead of chocolate bars or sundries, dispenses jewelry, Rolls Royce rentals, and designer sunglasses. There is one holdover from the original Mondrian, though, in the form of the renowned Asia de Cuba restaurant, which has found considerable success in its other locations but seems oddly at home in Miami. The guest rooms are, of course, breathtakingly modern, with whimsical design-forward features accenting luxury touches like flat-screen TVs and down-stuffed duvets.
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