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The Vinoy Renaissance Resort & Golf Club in St. Petersburg
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a boardwalk on St. Pete Beach








DISCOVER Tampa and St. Petersburg


Planning Your Trip


The Best of Tampa and St. Petersburg


BEST BEACHES


Family Fun


GONE FISHIN’


EAT LIKE A LOCAL




[image: image]


Clearwater Beach.





It’s no wonder that Tampa and St. Petersburg have undergone explosive growth in recent years. The cities’ vibrant economies are attracting job seekers in droves—and there’s a reason they’re choosing to settle here.


Tampa, with its refreshing bay and sunny climate, is more than just a place for business. Though it doesn’t have any of its own beaches, there’s plenty to keep you busy—from lively and historic Ybor City to the thrills of Busch Gardens and spring training with the New York Yankees. Tampa is looking as stylish as ever with new scenic parks and walks, trendy restaurants and hotels, and revitalized arts institutions.


Across the bay, St. Petersburg adds sand and surf to the mix. Dazzling white sand, turquoise waters, and gorgeous sunsets define the city and its miles of Gulf Coast and barrier islands. Just a few steps from the beach, there are equally dazzling art displays and upscale boutiques, like the Salvador Dalí Museum and the Chihuly Collection at The Morean Art Center. There are few places that offer this kind of sophistication so close to paradise.
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Dunedin
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a cruise ship in the Port of Tampa
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Universal Orlando Resort





Both cities excel in variety—from beautiful beaches to urban sophistication and family fun, Tampa and St. Petersburg pack the best of Florida into one pocket of paradise.





[image: image]



Clearwater Marine Aquarium
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Cinderella’s Castle at Walt Disney World in Orlando.
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paddling on the Crystal River









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Tampa


Tampa is a huge port city—the largest leisure and industrial port in the Southeast—that fronts Tampa Bay. Though there aren’t any beaches, there’s a perfect convergence of warm weather, affordable accommodations, professional sports, kids’ attractions, and upscale shopping that seems to suit every taste.
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the Tampa skyline





St. Petersburg and Pinellas County


Easygoing and relaxed, the city of St. Petersburg exerts its pull with a vibrant downtown of pastel art deco buildings and cultural attractions like the Salvador Dalí Museum, the symphony at Ruth Eckerd Hall, and theater at American Stage. But on the Gulf side of the peninsula, Clearwater Beach and St. Pete Beach are welcoming shores of Gulf water lapping at white sand, backed by restaurants, souvenir shops, and boogie-board-and-bikini stores. Caladesi Island, Honeymoon Island, and Fort De Soto Park are all favored Pinellas beaches.
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Clearwater Beach





Day Trips


Orlando attracts millions of visitors annually to Walt Disney World, Universal Studios, SeaWorld, and many other family-friendly attractions.


The Nature Coast includes Homosassa and Crystal River, both famous for their tarpon fishing and manatee habitat.


Sarasota has been recognized as Florida’s cultural capital. There are theaters, art galleries, and museums like the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art. A chain of narrow barrier islands, including Longboat Key and Siesta Key, sits offshore to the west.


When to Go


In Tampa and St. Petersburg, the peak visitor season is winter and spring, with most people visiting from January to April, which means higher room rates during those months. If you’re visiting in March or April, be aware that these areas tend to get crowded during spring break as well. Less people visit from September to December, when the weather is pleasant and nearly vacant hotels offer their lowest room rates of the year. Be aware however that hurricane season runs from late summer to early fall. It’s best to avoid the summer if you can, which brings hot, humid weather and surges of visitors on summer break.



The Best of Tampa and St. Petersburg



Day 1


After flying into Tampa, start the day with lunch at Pelagia Trattoria, an upscale Italian restaurant in the Renaissance Hotel, just southeast of the airport. After lunch, rent a boat and spend the rest of the afternoon cruising Tampa Bay or make reservations for a sunset sail with Olde World Sailing Line. Have a nice seafood dinner at an outdoor fireside table at Oystercatchers at the Grand Hyatt or head to Shula’s Steak House at the Westshore if you want a sizzling-good steak. Finish off the evening with wine and dessert at Armani’s rooftop bar, also in the Hyatt, with the best views of Tampa all lit up at night. Spend the night at the Grand Hyatt Tampa Bay.


Day 2


Start the morning with Cuban pastries at La Segunda Central Bakery in Ybor City. Spend the morning exploring the historic and artsy Cuban district. If you’re in Tampa during spring training, see the New York Yankees play at Steinbrenner Field, just east of the airport. Otherwise, walk along Bayshore Boulevard and enjoy the historic homes and shops. Have dinner at the Japanese-inspired Water Sushi, a late-night hangout that has live music almost nightly. Consider sneaking across the street for some heavenly dessert at The Harry Waugh Dessert Room at Bern’s Steak House. Stay another night at the Grand Hyatt.


Day 3


Wake up and drive half an hour over the W. Howard Frankland Bridge to St. Petersburg for breakfast at Skyway Jack’s Restaurant. Spend the morning fishing on the Skyway Bridge or shopping in Downtown St. Petersburg. While in Downtown, visit the Salvador Dalí Museum, intriguing both inside and out. Catch an evening baseball game with the Tampa Bay Rays at Tropicana Field, with the required dinner of ballpark hot dogs and cold beers. Alternatively, enjoy seafood and waterfront views at 400 Beach Seafood and Tap House, within walking distance of The Vinoy Renaissance Resort & Golf Club, where you should stay for the night.
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St. Petersburg waterfront
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downtown St. Petersburg
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Siesta Key Beach








Day 4


Have breakfast at the Vinoy, then drive half an hour either to the lively St. Pete Beach or to the more isolated Fort De Soto Park. Have some fun in the sun before enjoying a sunset dinner at The Hurricane in St. Pete Beach. Stay the night at the Sirata Beach Resort.


With More Time


If you have time for a day trip, get on I-75 and take the hour-long drive south to Sarasota. Spend the morning shopping at the luxurious St. Armands Circle before popping over to Marie Selby Botanical Gardens for a short tour through their fabulous orchid exhibit. Take the John Ringling Causeway, Highway 789, over Sarasota Bay. Drive to Siesta Key, and spend the rest of the day on Siesta Key Beach. Have dinner at Ophelia’s on the Bay and stay at the Turtle Beach Resort.




Best Beaches


ST. PETERSBURG


• St. Pete Beach (click here): This long, wide beach is a favorite of families and European travelers. There are plenty of family-centric resorts along this stretch of coast, which offer a great variety of activities and amenities to keep everyone entertained (page xx).


• Clearwater Beach (click here): Go to this urban beach surrounded by seaside hangouts and hotels during the day to find the epicenter of oceanfront activity around Tampa. Sunsets from the beach pier are phenomenal, and by night the beach transforms into a fun spot with a nice mix of family activities and beach bar nightlife.


• Fort De Soto Park (click here): Take a break from the city and explore the seven miles of pristine, preserved beaches at this beautiful park. You can also camp, hike, fish, launch a boat, and explore the historic fort on the southwest tip if you get tired of lounging and swimming.


• Honeymoon Island and Caladesi Island Beaches (click here): These exceptional barrier islands located off the coast of Dunedin are only accessible by ferry. Both are preserved state parks with beautiful white beaches.


SARASOTA


• Siesta Key Beach (click here): This beach always draws praise for its superior white sand. It gets crowded in the summer, but the exceptional size of this beach leaves sun seekers with plenty of spots to spike a shade-supplying umbrella or spread out a supersize beach towel.


• Turtle Beach (click here): Tucked among villas and a residential district, this family-oriented beach has excellent picnic facilities and is much less crowded than the more popular Siesta Key Beach to the north on the island, yet it still has that special sugar-white sand that makes this barrier island a big draw for beachgoers.


• Venice Beach (click here): This beach is famously regarded as the place to go to hunt for fossilized sharks’ teeth. The very convenient location close to the heart of Venice makes this beach just a bike ride from most of the popular inns and villas. A great beach for families, it has nice picnic pavilions and shower facilities.
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Venice Beach









Family Fun



Day 1


Tampa really knows family fun. Spend a day riding roller coasters, exploring recreated African savannas, and splashing down log-flume rides at Busch Gardens. It’s a park for all ages, with a mix of exciting coasters and cool animal attractions. Stay the night at the Holiday Inn Express New Tampa, only three miles from Busch Gardens, and you’ll get free ice cream in the evening, breakfast included in the morning, and access to a nice heated pool to keep the kiddos entertained after the park closes.


Day 2


Drive for about an hour over the bridge on route 60 to Clearwater Beach for some sun, sand, and surf. For something extra special, take a pirate cruise with Captain Memo’s Original Pirate Cruise. Later, check out Sunsets at Pier 60, a festival that runs every evening with crafts, magicians, and musicians. Pier 60 also contains a covered playground for the little ones. Grab a casual dinner at the Beach Shanty Café before turning in at Frenchy’s Oasis Motel or East Shore Resort.
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Clearwater Beach





Alternatively, spend the day at St. Pete Beach, with an optional excursion to John’s Pass Village & Boardwalk for a pirate ship or dolphin cruise. In the evening, take the kids to see the Tampa Bay Rays play ball at the Tropicana Field. If you don’t gorge yourself on hot dogs, have a casual seafood dinner at The Hurricane. Stay in St. Pete Beach at the Sirata Beach Resort or TradeWinds Island Grand.
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St. Pete Beach





Day 3


Start heading north along the coast on U.S. 19 and drive the 73 miles (1.5 hours) to Homosassa or Crystal River. From mid-October to the end of March, you’ll find hundreds of West Indian manatees swimming in the warm waters of Kings Bay in the Crystal River and the Blue Waters area of the Homosassa River. Manatee Tour & Dive or Captain Mike’s Swimming with the Manatees will take whole families out for snorkel trips. If you find yourself and your family along the Nature Coast when manatees aren’t in season, there are still good reasons to get wet. Drive to Weeki Wachee Springs for a fantastic Mermaid show and kid-friendly rides, or go scalloping if it’s July 1-September 10. Stay at the Plantation on Crystal River.




Gone Fishin’


You can fish for some species year-round in Florida, but most species generally run during specific months. The peak fishing season for much of the Tampa area is April to October. In South Florida, the peak season runs October to March.


TAMPA


Snook, spotted trout, redfish, flounder, pompano, and sheepshead are some of the most popular fish to catch in the flats and waters around Tampa Bay. May is the peak season for Tarpon, and anglers come from all over the world to Tampa to try and catch this fish that fights like the devil. Alternatively, book a charter or take your boat offshore to catch kingfish, grouper, cobia, tuna, and amberjack, to name just a few.
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fishing boat in Tampa Bay





If you’re fishing from shore, visit Upper Tampa Bay Park, Ballast Point Park, or E.G. Simmons Park. For more access to the great fishing in Tampa Bay, rent a boat with Tierra Verde Boat Rentals, or take a charter with Tampa Fishing Charters, Capt. Chet Jennings Fishing Charters, or Tampa Flats and Bay Fishing Charters.


ST. PETERSBURG


The favorite fishing spot here is the Sunshine Skyway Bridge, where you can catch kingfish, Spanish mackerel, grouper, sea bass, redfish, flounder, and more. The North and South Piers total more than two miles of fishing bridge bliss. Other excellent fishing spots are Fort De Soto Park, John’s Pass Beach, and Madeira Beach. Pier 60 in Clearwater is also a good bet.


THE NATURE COAST


Redfish and speckled trout are abundant in the shallow waters along the Nature Coast. The area is not very well marked and can be hard to navigate without a guide, but the fishing in this area is legendary. Cobia, mackerel, grouper, and snapper are the usual suspects when fishing offshore here.


Some top fishing spots include Chassahowitzka National Wildlife Refuge, the Crystal River, and the Homosassa River. For guided fishing trips, Captain Rick LeFiles or Captain William Toney in Homosassa will welcome you aboard their boats and take you to the finest fishing holes in the region. You can also rent your own boat at MacRae’s of Homosassa.


SARASOTA


There’s not much need to go offshore when the inshore fishing for snook, redfish, trout, pompano, and bluefish around Sarasota is so good. The narrow and winding mangrove channels in this area give inshore fly-fishing and light-tackle trips a wilderness backcountry feel. Offshore trips mostly target grouper, amberjack, and snapper.


Top fishing spots around Sarasota are Myakka River State Park, Siesta Key, Longboat Key, and Venice.






Day 4



From Crystal River, drive for 89 miles (1.5 hours) along Highway 44 and the I-75 Florida Turnpike to Walt Disney World, comprising four distinct parks: the Magic Kingdom, Epcot, Disney Hollywood Studios, and the Animal Kingdom. Spend the day visiting the most popular one, the Magic Kingdom, making sure to ride the phenomenal Space Mountain, an indoor roller coaster that zips and zooms through the stars along a dark and thrilling space adventure. If you’re on a budget, have a quick and tasty lunch inside the park at Cosmic Rays Starlight Café. If you’re with kids or want to splurge, dine like royalty and have a dinner feast with a princess at Cinderella’s Royal Table. Continue the Disney fun and stay at the Disney’s Grand Floridian Resort, a fun Disney-themed Victorian-style resort that’s just one monorail stop away from the Magic Kingdom.
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Dumbo’s Flying Elephants at Walt Disney World.
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The Pier in St. Petersburg.





With More Time


It’s better to spread Disney World out over two days. Continue your adventures in the Magic Kingdom or visit one of Disney’s other parks. My suggestion is to spend the day at Epcot, learning about the future of technology at Project Tomorrow and having fish and chips at the delicious Yorkshire County Fish Shop.


Spend another night in Orlando. In the morning, drive one hour on I-4 back to Tampa to catch your plane home.




Eat Like a Local


OYSTERS


The oysters that grow about a hundred miles north of Tampa in Apalachicola have become world famous as a result of the huge numbers that grow in the area, and because people say they taste better than any other oyster in the world. While in Tampa, or particularly if you’re traveling along the Nature Coast, try them and you’ll understand why so many are willing to travel so far to taste them.


• In Tampa, eat fresh oysters raw on the half shell, baked, stuffed, or Rockefeller style at Oystercatchers, or have a fried oyster sandwich at Brocato’s Sandwich Shop.


• Near Sarasota, head to the islands and shuck those tasty treats at the Siesta Key Oyster Bar.


• In Crystal River, go to Charlie’s Fish House Restaurant.


GROUPER SANDWICH


The grouper sandwich is a staple on the Gulf Coast for lunch or dinner after a day at the beach or out on the boat. The recipe is simple: Take a huge, flaky slab of grilled, blackened, or fried grouper and put it in a chewy bun with some premium cheese, fresh tomato and lettuce, and maybe a slather of tartar sauce, and you’ve got one supreme sandwich.


• In Tampa, go to Skipper’s Smokehouse, Oystercatchers, or Brocato’s Sandwich Shop.


• In St. Petersburg, head to The Hurricane.


SHRIMP


Anytime you visit the Gulf Coast, no trip should be complete without eating as much shrimp as possible. You can get them fried, in sandwiches, on salads, and even on pizzas around here, but the best way to eat shrimp is boiled in spices, peeled, and dipped in cocktail sauce with perhaps a bit of lemon and horseradish.
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shrimp in a seafood bouillabaisse





• In Tampa, get your shrimp fix at Charley’s Steakhouse and Market Fresh Fish, Oystercatchers, or Eddie V’s Prime Seafood.


• In St. Petersburg, head to 400 Beach Seafood and Tap House; on St. Pete Beach, try Bongo’s Beach Bar and Grill; on Indian Rocks Beach, go to Lulu’s Oyster Bar and Tap House; in Clearwater, grab some peel-and-eat at Cooters Restaurant and Bar.


CUBAN FOOD


Ybor City in Tampa is the hub of all things Cuban. Do not visit without eating a Cubano, a sandwich with Cuban bread (which has thin flaky crust and a soft interior), a mountain of roast pork and Genoa salami (salami being a strictly Tampa twist), swiss cheese (some say emmentaler), sour pickles, and spicy mustard—then warmed and flattened in a special hot press. Other Cuban staples include mojo chicken, ham croquettes, ropa vieja, mojitos, and my favorite, guayaba y queso, a flaky pastry filled with guava fruit and cream cheese.


• For the best Cuban food in Tampa, head to the Columbia Restaurant. For something more casual, take home boxes of sandwiches, Cuban bread, and delicious pastries from La Segunda Central Bakery.
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downtown Tampa





Tampa


HIGHLIGHTS


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Sights


DOWNTOWN TAMPA


S YBOR CITY


SOUTH TAMPA AND HYDE PARK


BUSCH GARDENS AND NORTH TAMPA


GREATER TAMPA


Sports and Recreation


LETTUCE LAKE PARK


FISHING AND BOATING


SAILING


CANOEING


GOLF


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Entertainment and Events


MUSIC, THEATER, AND CINEMA


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Nightlife


DOWNTOWN TAMPA


YBOR CITY


HYDE PARK


NORTH TAMPA


GREATER TAMPA


Shopping


DOWNTOWN AND CHANNELSIDE


YBOR CITY


SOUTH TAMPA AND HYDE PARK


NORTH TAMPA


GREATER TAMPA


Food


DOWNTOWN AND CHANNELSIDE


YBOR CITY


HYDE PARK


DAVIS ISLANDS


NORTH TAMPA


NEW TAMPA


GREATER TAMPA


Accommodations


DOWNTOWN AND CHANNELSIDE


YBOR CITY


SOUTH TAMPA, HYDE PARK, AND DAVIS ISLANDS


NORTH TAMPA


GREATER TAMPA


Information and Services


VISITOR INFORMATION


POLICE AND EMERGENCIES


RADIO AND TV


LAUNDRY SERVICES


Transportation


AIR


CAR


BUS AND TRAIN
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Plant Park in front of the Henry B. Plant Museum.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Florida Aquarium: This 152,000-square-foot aquarium focuses on Florida’s relationship to the Gulf, estuaries, rivers, and other waterways, with a strong environmental message (click here).


S Ybor City: Once known as the Cigar Capital of the World, Tampa’s Latin Quarter offers visitors historic shops by day and the city’s best nightlife and dining (Cubano sandwich, anyone?) when the sun goes down (click here).
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S Bayshore Boulevard: These five miles of sidewalk are bordered on one side by the wide-open bay and on the other side by Tampa’s fanciest historic homes (click here).


S Busch Gardens Tampa: This theme park is an unusual mix of thrill rides, animal attractions, and entertainment (click here).


S Spring Training: See the New York Yankees train at George M. Steinbrenner Field or watch Tampa’s own Rays at Charlotte Sports Park (click here).


S Tampa Theatre: Ornately decorated to resemble an open Mediterranean courtyard, this theatre features 1,446 seats, 99 stars in the auditorium ceiling, and nearly 1,000 pipes in its mighty Wurlitzer theater organ (click here).





Tampa is a family-friendly town with plenty of upscale restaurants and shopping. The University of South Florida (USF), University of Tampa, and Hillsborough Community College lend a bit of youth and liveliness.


Tampa is centrally located on the Florida Gulf Coast, with an exceptional airport—an ideal city to fly into for trips to the region. It is home to Busch Gardens; a large cruise ship port; a great zoo and aquarium; professional football, baseball, and hockey teams; and affordable accommodations and restaurants.


Since Tampa isn’t that old, it’s not the best place for history lovers. It wasn’t until Henry B. Plant extended his railroad into Tampa in 1884 and started a steamship line from Tampa to Key West and Havana, Cuba, that the city really began to grow. In 1891, Plant built the Tampa Bay Hotel, which launched the city as a winter resort for the northern elite. Around the same time, O. H. Platt created Tampa’s first residential suburb, Hyde Park, which is still the residential area of choice for many wealthy citizens. The Old Hyde Park Village collection of boutiques and restaurants is one of the city’s biggest draws.


Don Vicente Martinez Ybor, an influential cigar manufacturer and Cuban exile, moved his cigar business from Key West to land east of Tampa in 1885. His first cigar factory drew others, and the area’s more than 200 cigar factories created a vivacious Latin community known as Ybor City. The area is now a mix of historic buildings, artisanal shops, restaurants, and nightclubs.


Another Tampa neighborhood, Davis Islands, developed during the Florida land boom. Two little islands off downtown Tampa, where the Hillsborough River empties into Hillsborough Bay, became booming real estate developments. Today the islands are home to an airport, Tampa General Hospital, and more than 100 of the original homes.


Rapid growth continued through the Roaring Twenties. Since then, Tampa hasn’t been buoyed by the tourist dollar to the degree other Gulf Coast cities have, and so it has been less susceptible to the ups and downs of the Florida travel economy.
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Unlike other urban centers along the Gulf, in Tampa there are no beaches to speak of. For beaches, you need to drive over the causeway to St. Pete or Clearwater, about 30 minutes from downtown Tampa.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


How long you spend vacationing in Tampa largely depends on whether you have kids in tow. Tampa is a paradise for children. Obviously, the big kahuna is Busch Gardens, but that’s just Day One. There are four or five other attractions worthy of a day of family focus.


Many people choose to visit Orlando’s Disney attractions and then tack on a day or two at Tampa’s Busch Gardens. While this is a perfectly fine strategy (Orlando’s only an hour away), it may be too much of a good thing. However, Busch Gardens is quite different from Disney, with more of a focus on thrill rides and wildlife excursions. If you love theme parks, visit Busch Gardens while you’re in the area. If you are already spending a few days at Disney, consider coming to Tampa and renting a canoe, going to the zoo, visiting the science museum, and then heading over to Clearwater for a day of leisurely beach time.


As with much of the Gulf Coast, the fall and early spring are the most enjoyable weather-wise, with very dry days in the low 80s. The summer is unrelentingly hot and humid, right through each afternoon’s huge thunderstorm. The best beaches are Clearwater Beach, Fort De Soto Park, Honeymoon Island and Caladesi Island, St. Pete Beach, Madeira Beach, Sand Key County Park, and Egmont Key State Wildlife Preserve.


The best way to see the greater Tampa area is with a car, especially if you want to explore some of the surrounding barrier islands. The area is served by Tampa International Airport (TPA, 4100 George J. Bean Parkway, 813/870-8700, www.tampaairport.com). If you just want to fly into Tampa and plan on staying downtown with occasional trips out to Clearwater and Busch Gardens, you can manage just fine with community transportation and taxis. I-75 runs down to Tampa from the north, I-4 brings visitors from Orlando, and I-275 and Gandy Boulevard North both lead to St. Pete, while West Courtney Campbell Causeway is the primary thoroughfare to Clearwater.


Sights


DOWNTOWN TAMPA



S Florida Aquarium



The 152,000-square-foot Florida Aquarium (701 Channelside Dr., 813/273-4000, www.flaquarium.org, 9:30am-5pm daily, $25 adults, $23 seniors, $20 ages 3-11, parking $6) is smart, focusing on the waters of Florida. It doesn’t contain an exhaustive catalog of the world’s aquatic creatures, but it tells a compelling story about Florida’s relationship to the Gulf, estuaries, rivers, and other waterways. There are some exotic exhibits (the otherworldly sea dragons, like sea horses mated with philodendrons), but the best parts are the open freshwater tanks of otters, spoonbills, gators, Florida softshell turtles, and snakes. The aquarium manages to have a strong environmental message in its natives-versus-exotics exhibits, but it’s all fun, never seeming heavy-handed. There’s also a wonderful big shark tank, a colorful coral grotto, and a sea-urchin touch tank. It’s a small enough aquarium that three hours is plenty of time, and it’s not so crowded that kids can’t do a little wandering on their own. Regularly scheduled shows involve native Florida birds and small mammals, as well as shark feeding (in fact, the aquarium offers “swim with the fishes” wetsuit dives into the shark tank for the stalwart). A cell phone audio tour may be the coolest thing yet.
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the Florida Aquarium





After perusing the marinelife within the eye-catching, shell-shaped building, you can take your newfound knowledge out on the bay on an aquarium-run Wild Dolphin Cruise (813/273-4000, passes are offered as a combo ticket that includes admission, $50 adults, $45 seniors, $41 ages 3-11, free under age 3). Tampa Bay is home to more than 400 bottlenose dolphins. Tickets are available at the aquarium box office the day of the tour only, when you’ll head out in a 64-foot, 49-passenger Caribbean catamaran, watching for dolphins, manatees, and a huge number of migratory birds.



Tampa Museum of Art



The Tampa Museum of Art (120 W. Gasparilla Plaza, 813/274-8130, www.tampamuseum.org, 11am-7pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun., $15 adults, $7.50 seniors, $5 students, under age 12 and college students free) moved to an impressive 60,000-square-foot facility in 2010. It hosts changing exhibitions ranging from contemporary to classical, and showcases its permanent collection of Greek and Roman antiquities as well as 20th- and 21st-century sculpture, paintings, photography, and works on paper.


Henry B. Plant Museum


The Henry B. Plant Museum (401 W. Kennedy Blvd., 813/254-1891, www.ut.edu/plantmuseum, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun. Jan.-Nov., $10 adults, $7 students and seniors, $5 under age 12) is housed in the dramatic hotel that railroad magnate Henry B. Plant built in 1891 at a cost of $2.5 million, with an additional $500,000 for furnishings. Its 511 rooms were the first in Florida to be outfitted with electricity. It operated as a hotel until 1930 and is now part of the University of Tampa. The museum consists of opulent restored rooms with original furnishings that provide a window on America’s Gilded Age, Tampa’s history, and the life and work of Henry Plant. The best time to see it is at Christmastime, when the rooms are bedecked for the season with elaborately trimmed trees, lush greenery, antique toys, and Victorian-era ornaments.




[image: image]


the Henry B. Plant Museum





Glazer Children’s Museum


Very young children, up to age 10, will enjoy more an afternoon at the Glazer Children’s Museum (110 W. Gasparilla Plaza, 813/443-3861, www.glazermuseum.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat., 1pm-6pm Sun., $15 adults, $12.50 seniors, teachers, and military, $9.50 ages 1-12, children under age 1 free). In a kind of miniature outdoor city, it has over 170 exhibits in 12 themed areas with hands-on exhibits about different kinds of work and play (a cruise ship, a mini theater, a giant telescope, a grocery store, etc.). Find out what you should be when you grow up.



S YBOR CITY



Cigar makers Vicente Martinez Ybor and Ignacio Haya moved their cigar factories from Key West to Tampa in 1886, essentially settling 40 acres of uninviting scrubland northeast of the city. With a railroad, a port, and a climate that acted as a natural humidor, Tampa had all the ingredients for cigar success. Soon others joined them until there were 140 cigar factories in the area producing 250 million cigars a year. The new Cigar Capital of the World became home to Cuban, Spanish, and Italian immigrants who worked the factories. These men and women would hand-roll several kinds of tobacco into the signature shapes and sizes while listening to “lectors” read aloud great works of literature and the day’s news. For a window into this world, read Nilo Cruz’s Pulitzer Prize-winning drama, Anna in the Tropics, which depicts a Cuban American family of cigar makers in Ybor City in 1930.
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Ybor City





The area flourished until the early 1960s, when embargoes against Cuban tobacco and declining cigar consumption (coincident with the ascendance of the cigarette as the smoke of choice) caused the market to dry up. Today Ybor City is one of only three National Historic Landmark Districts in Florida, with redbrick streets, wrought-iron balconies, and old-timey globe street lamps.


During the day visitors can still see cigars being hand-rolled and enjoy an authentic Cubano sandwich (invented here, some say), while at night Ybor is the city’s nightlife district, drawing 40,000 visitors on weekends to dine at sidewalk cafés and drink and dance at nightclubs. Whether you explore during the day or at night, park your car in one of the many parking lots or garages (metered parking is strictly enforced 24 hours daily) and walk around or take the Ybor City trolley. You can still see little cigar shops and Latin social clubs mixed in with tattoo parlors and restaurants along La Setima (7th Ave.).


Centro Ybor (1600 E 8th Ave., 813/242-4660, www.centroybor.com, shops 10am-8pm Mon.-Wed., 10am-10pm Thurs.-Sat., 11am-7pm Sun., restaurant hours vary) is a shopping, dining, and entertainment complex right at the pulsing heart of the neighborhood. The trolley runs through the center, so it’s easy to get here from almost anywhere in the Ybor area. Along with the shops, there is a comedy club, a large movie theater, an arcade, several bars, a salon, and plenty of great places to eat. The prices tend to be a bit higher than elsewhere in town.


The Ybor City Museum State Park (1818 E. 9th Ave., 813/247-6323, www.ybormuseum.org, 9am-5pm Wed.-Sun., $4 adults, free under age 6) contains photographs, cigar boxes, and other artifacts of the neighborhood’s rich history.


Still, you may get a more three-dimensional look at Ybor just by walking around: Walk by the La Union Marti-Maceo mural (226 7th Ave.), pick up a copy of La Gaceta (the neighborhood’s Spanish-language weekly for the past 75 years), and walk by the restored former cigar workers’ casitas on your way to get a Cubano sandwich, or buy a cigar at Metropolitan Cigars (2014 E. 7th Ave., 813/248-3304, 10am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun.), a 1,700-square-foot walk-in humidor.


SOUTH TAMPA AND HYDE PARK



S Bayshore Boulevard



Bayshore Boulevard may or may not be the world’s longest continuous sidewalk, but it borders Tampa Bay for nearly five miles without a break in the gorgeousness. Joggers, walkers, skaters, and bikers dot its length, which goes from downtown through Hyde Park. Lined with the fanciest homes in Tampa, the boulevard was named one of AAA’s Top Roads for its panoramic views. If you don’t feel like walking it, it’s Tampa’s signature drive. Tampa Preservation (813/248-5437, www.tampapreservation.org/heritage-education.) also has an excellent driving tour of Hyde Park and a walking tour of part of the neighborhood geared for young children.


BUSCH GARDENS AND NORTH TAMPA



S Busch Gardens Tampa



How many people can say they rode on a Cheetah and a Congo River Rapid in one day? You can join the ranks of the thrill-seeking elite with a quick trip to Busch Gardens Tampa (10165 N. Malcolm McKinley Dr., 888/800-5447, www.buschgardens.com, generally 9:30am-6pm daily winter 9am-10pm daily summer, $83 adults Mon.-Fri., yearly pass $103, free under age 3). Busch Gardens is half high-energy amusement park and half first-class zoo. With something of a personality disorder, this is the only park I know where you can alternate between petting zoos and twisting, turning, high-speed roller coasters.


Rides for Little Kids: The amusement park has a huge section geared to children ages 2 to 7 in a Sesame Street-centric part of the park to the far left when you’re looking at the map, near Stanleyville, as well as in sections near the Congo and in Timbuktu.


Rides for Big Kids: Major coasters are the biggest draw for those over 42 inches tall (48 inches for Cheetah Hunt and 54 inches for Montu, SheiKra, and Kumba). The rides at Busch Gardens are either little-kiddie or pee-your-pants huge. The roller coasters, in descending order of excellence: The Cheetah Hunt is the longest ride in the park and reaches 60 mph after climbing a nearly vertical 102-foot hill. The SheiKra has an incredible 90-degrees-straight-down thrill at the beginning, an underground tunnel, speeds of 70 mph, and water features late in the ride. The ride is a little short, but it’s floorless, which adds another level of thrill. Kumba offers a full three seconds of weightlessness, an initial 135-foot drop, and cool 360-degree spirals. It offers good speed, a long ride, and one of the world’s largest vertical loops. The Cobra’s Curse opened in June 2016; it reaches a top speed of 40 mph after climbing a 70-foot hill and then plunging down for a bit of heart-in-your-throat fun. Montu, at the far right side of the park, is one of the tallest inverted roller coasters in the world. You are strapped in from above, so your feet dangle while you travel at 60 mph through 60-foot vertical loops.


Beyond the coasters, the Stanley Falls and Congo River Rapids boat ride are guaranteed to fully saturate you, so time them for the hottest part of the day.


Animal Attractions: Busch Gardens contains more than 2,700 animals. Colorful lorikeets will land on your shoulder in the aviary called Lory Landing. The fun-filled Opening Night Critters show features rescued dogs, cats, a horse, and even a kangaroo. The best animal attraction is the Serengeti Plain, which takes up the whole right half of the park—you can see it all by getting on the Serengeti Express Railway (or the Skyride or a Serengeti Safari). Ostriches may race the train, and there are big cats and huffing rhinos. It’s thrilling as well as a wonderful opportunity to sit down and regroup. Jungala, set in the Congo area, is a four-acre attraction that has guests mingling with exotic creatures, exploring a village hidden deep in the jungle, and connecting with the inhabitants of the lush landscape through up-close animal interactions, multistory family play areas, rides, and live entertainment.


A Few Tips: To minimize walking, take the Skyride at the entrance (near the Cheetah Run exhibit) all the way to the back of the park (the Jungala area) and start there, making your way to the front again. For the best value on food, eat at the Dragon Fire Grill and Pub (Pantopia area in the middle of the park). They offer a large range of cuisines, including American, Chinese, Mexican, and Italian food. There’s also a nice selection of salads, a full bar, and a Starbucks inside. There’s a remarkable amount of seating, so it’s usually easy to find a good seat.


The Details: Busch Gardens is expensive, so is it worth it? Definitely. It is a wonderful full-day extravaganza for people of any age (if you don’t like rides, go to Beer School, where you can learn about the process of making beer, and then get what you really came for—free samples). Busch Gardens can entertain you for two full days, but if you do just one day, everyone will be clamoring for more. A 14-day, five-park Orlando FlexTicket ($355 adults, $335 kids) is a good deal if you have the stamina to hit SeaWorld Orlando, Universal Studios Florida, Islands of Adventure, and Wet ’n’ Wild along with Busch Gardens.


The park hours change seasonally. If you visit in the summer, count on heavy rains in the afternoon. Restrooms are plentiful and clean, there are plenty of strollers to rent, the food is much better than it needs to be (Zambia Smokehouse also serves good ribs and chicken), and there’s even a dog kennel to watch your pet while you enjoy the park. The park is eight miles northeast of downtown Tampa. Parking is an irritating additional $20, with a free shuttle that takes you from the 5,000-spot parking lot to the park’s entrance.


Lowry Park Zoo


This zoo has recently made the overt decision to take it to the Big Time, going mano a mano with San Diego and the other big zoos. To this end, it imported four African elephants and created a huge habitat for them. The previous elephant program was curtailed years ago when a trainer was killed by a panicked pachyderm.


At the Lowry Park Zoo (1101 W. Sligh Ave., 813/935-8552, www.lowryparkzoo.com, 9:30am-5pm daily, $31 adults, $23 ages 3-11), habitats are naturalistic and nicely landscaped, but they are still designed for maximum viewing. All told there are around 2,000 native and exotic animals (white tiger cubs are a big draw), organized into reasonable housing developments, such as Wallaroo Station and Safari Africa. Lots of shade provided by big tropical plants seems to keep all the species comfortable, even in the substantial summer heat. One of the zoo’s highlights is its Manatee and Aquatic Center, one of only three hospitals and rehabilitation facilities in Florida for sick sea cows.


Adventure Island


Adjacent to Busch Gardens but closed in winter is Adventure Island (10001 N. McKinley Dr., 888/800-5447, www.adventureisland.com, hours vary mid-Mar.-Oct., $44, free under age 3), a 30-acre water park with slides, corkscrews, waterfalls, a monstrous 17,000-square-foot wave pool, and a children’s play area. There are 50 lifeguards on duty, but it’s still only appropriate for the truly water-safe. There’s also a championship white-sand volleyball complex. If you buy a ticket to Busch Gardens, you can combine it with a ticket here for a discount.


University of South Florida Contemporary Art Museum


University of South Florida is an enormous institution, casting its imposing shadow on the cultural scene of Tampa. Visitor have little reason to walk around the less-than-picturesque campus, but a visit to the University of South Florida Contemporary Art Museum (3821 USF Holly Dr., 813/974-4133, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 1pm-4pm Sat., free) is a good excuse to drive around the university before parking at the small gallery. USFCAM maintains the university’s art collection, comprising more than 5,000 artworks. There are exceptional holdings in graphics and sculpture multiples by internationally acclaimed artists such as Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Rauschenberg, and James Rosenquist, who have worked at USF’s Graphicstudio. Contemporary photography and African art are also represented. The museum hosts USF student art shows and oversees public art projects on campus.


Museum of Science & Industry (MOSI)


You spent a day riding the rides at Busch Gardens, then a day with the fishes at the aquarium, what next? The third day is Tampa’s Museum of Science & Industry (4801 E. Fowler Ave., 813/987-6000, www.mosi.org, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-6pm Sat.-Sun., $23 adults, $21 seniors, $19 ages 2-12), a wonderful resource for local schools, family vacationers, or local parents. It’s a sprawling modern structure that contains 450 hands-on activities grouped into learning areas. There’s some unique and fun stuff like the Gulf Coast Hurricane Chamber, which blows air at an incredible speed to simulate standing in the eye wall of a hurricane, and the High Wire Bicycle, the longest high-wire bike in a museum, which allows visitors to pedal while balanced on a one-inch steel cable suspended 30 feet above the ground. The Amazing You exhibit teaches all about the human body. The museum has an IMAX dome and—get this—the admission price to the museum includes one free viewing of an IMAX film. The museum hosts traveling exhibits as well. Through interactive exhibits, film, and immersion experiences, guests explore the principles of simple mechanics, optics, electromagnetism, math, and psychology.


If you time your visit to allow for some cooler temperatures, the free-flying butterfly garden is a treat, with microscope viewing, magnifying glasses, and chemistry stations.


Malibu Grand Prix


If they’ve been really, really good, take the kids to Grand Prix (14320 N. Nebraska Ave., 813/977-6272, www.grandprixtampa.com, noon-9pm Sun.-Thurs., noon-midnight Fri., 10am-midnight Sat., $3-50, depending on the activity). It has excellent miniature golf with lots of windmills, pagodas, and water play, Grand Prix-style go-kart racing, batting cages, and a frenetic game room with a wide variety of video games.


GREATER TAMPA


Big Cat Rescue


The world’s largest accredited sanctuary for big cats, Big Cat Rescue (12802 Easy St., 813/920-4130, www.bigcatrescue.org), across from Citrus Park Town Center down a dirt road next to McDonald’s, provides a permanent retirement home to over 200 animals. For the visitor, the center offers tours, outreach presentations, animal interaction, and the opportunity to spend an evening in the heart of the sanctuary. There are regular tours (ages 10 and over, 3pm Mon.-Wed. and Fri., 10am and 3pm Sat.-Sun., $36), a children’s tour (noon Sat.-Sun., $36), and feeding tours (9am Fri.-Sun., $65). On the last Friday of each month, register for the Wild Eyes at Night tour (at dusk, $65), in which guests roam the grounds equipped with flashlights that illuminate the hundreds of shining eyes in the cat enclosures.


Dinosaur World


If you or your kids are dinosaur-obsessed, it is your duty to get in the car and drive about half an hour east of Tampa to an otherwise agricultural town called Plant City. It is known as the Winter Strawberry Capital of the World, but amid the strawberry fields lurks Dinosaur World (5145 Harvey Tew Rd., Plant City, 813/717-9865, www.dinosaurworld.com, 9am-5pm daily, $17 adults, $15 seniors, $12 ages 3-12, free under age 3). There are 150 huge models (well, maybe 149, because one disappeared a while back—now, there’s a trophy) of prehistoric beasts arrayed in a huge subtropical garden. Having recently spent time in the dinosaur exhibit at the Museum of Natural History in New York, I have a sneaking suspicion that Dinosaur World isn’t preoccupied with strict accuracy; for instance, we don’t really know about dinosaur coloring, but these ones all sport the mottled green-brown made popular in movies. In addition to the dinosaurs, there are spooky fake caves to explore and an archaeological dig-sandbox area. This is best for kids under seven.


Big Red Balloon Sightseeing Adventures


Big Red Balloon Sightseeing Adventures (8710 W. Hillsborough Ave., 813/969-1518, www.bigredballoon.com, 8am-8pm daily year-round, weather permitting, by reservation only, $185 adults, $160 children) takes you up, up, and away in a beautiful hot-air balloon, and all you have to bring is a camera and your loved ones. Meet before dawn at a restaurant on the commercial strip of Dale Mabry at Mimi’s Café (11702 N. Dale Mabry Hwy.), where you are whisked into the Red Balloon van and taken to your agreed-on launch site (there are more than 30 in the greater Tampa area from which to choose). Once inflated, the solid red balloon, the largest in the southeastern United States, is 8.5 stories tall and contains 210,000 cubic feet of air. The balloon, which comfortably accommodates eight passengers, takes a one-hour sunrise flight up to 1,000 feet, drifting over New Tampa, southeast Pasco County, Lutz, and Land O’ Lakes. A champagne toast followed by a hearty breakfast back at Mimi’s is included in the price.


After landing in a field, the pilot makes the champagne toast and recites a traditional balloonist prayer, “The winds have welcomed you with softness, the sun has left you with warm hands, you have flown so high, and so well, that God has joined you in your laughter, and set you gently back again into the loving arms of Mother Earth.” Feel free to join in.




Pasco County Excursion


Naked people. That got your attention. The sleepy, mostly residential county to Tampa’s north, Pasco County has at least a day’s worth of a unique brand of fun that is definitely worth a side trip, a couple of meals, and maybe even an overnight at one of the area’s upscale spa, golf, and tennis resorts.


Lake Como Family Nudist Resort in the town of Land O’ Lakes is the area’s original nudist community, started in 1947. Since then, Pasco County has become a hotbed of naturist activity, with six all-ages nudist communities and recreational activities. These days the biggest player is the 120-acre Caliente Club and Resorts (21240 Gran Via Blvd., Land O’ Lakes, 813/996-3700).


Another Pasco original requiring a bit of courage is Skydive City (4241 Skydive Lane, off Chancey Rd., 813/783-9399, www.skydivecity.com, $199, plus $95 if you want a video documenting your experience) in Zephyrhills. The town has been a world-famous drop zone since the 1960s. Why here? According to owner T. K. Hayes, “It’s in the middle of nowhere. It’s really about the people—Zephyrhills is the largest skydiving place in the world.” Tandem jumping, where a rookie jumps physically harnessed to an instructor, has opened skydiving up to people who never would have had the opportunity—the elderly, people with disabilities—really, anyone can do it.
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