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Discover Tampa & St. Petersburg


Planning Your Trip

Explore Tampa & St. Petersburg

THE BEST OF TAMPA AND ST. PETERSBURG

WHERE THE HEART IS: TAMPA BAY’S MOST ROMANTIC SPOTS

FOUL-WEATHER FUN

[image: image] Except for Alaska, Florida has the longest coastline of any state: 1,350 miles. The majority of that length is on the Gulf side, the west coast of Florida—a maze of barrier islands, intracoastal waterways, shallow shorelines, and deep bays. And so much of life here centers on all that sustaining water. In fact, the greater Tampa Bay Area, the second-largest metro area in the state, is a region made up of many distinct communities built around the bay, the Gulf of Mexico, and waterways like the Hillsborough River, all laced together with bridges and causeways.

Still, Tampa in Hillsborough County and St. Petersburg in Pinellas County have distinct relationships with all that water. Tampa fronts Tampa Bay, not the Gulf of Mexico. With a huge working port, it doesn’t have any beaches to speak of. From the distinct Latin roots of Tampa’s historic Ybor City to the high-rises downtown, from the thrills of Busch Gardens to the many spectator sporting opportunities, Tampa is nonetheless a slick vacation destination.

Across the bay, St. Petersburg and Pinellas County share Tampa’s geography and climate, but both offer a more low-slung and historic spin on sun and sand. On the bay side, St. Petersburg is a draw for museum buffs, while those nearly in the buff come to sunbathe on the west side of the peninsula in St. Pete Beach, Clearwater Beach, and all the Gulf-side communities in between. Pinellas claims 35 miles of Gulf Coast beaches, drawing more than five million overnight visitors a year to toast in the sun, dodge summer rain squalls, and visit such special museums as the Salvador Dalí Museum, the Chiluly Collection, and the Florida Holocaust Museum.

But it is still the beachy beauty of west-central Florida that offers the kind of rough-edged, front-row view into the natural world that is hard to come by these days. Add to that posh and culturally rich neighborhoods, enduring historical sites, as well as family-friendly attractions to rival Disney, and it’s clear that Tampa and St. Petersburg are the Sunshine State’s most delectable destinations.


  
Planning Your Trip


  WHERE TO GO

  Downtown Tampa and Channelside



Like a number of American cities, Tampa’s downtown is waking up. It’s been the city’s financial and cultural center for decades, but only in the new millennium have people begun moving into downtown condo high-rises. The city’s downtown infrastructure of restaurants, shops, and other amenities has had to keep pace.

Located dockside at the Port of Tampa, where all the cruise ships come in, the shopping/dining/entertainment complex called Channelside has a fun upscale bowling alley, little boutiques, and about a dozen restaurants. The Tampa Bay Times Forum, venue for the 2012 Republican National Convention and home to Tampa’s professional hockey team, the Tampa Bay Lightning, is also located here. This waterfront district is the location for many hotels and is about 15 minutes from Tampa International Airport.
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  downtown Tampa and the harbor



South Tampa and Hyde Park

The city’s first residential suburb, Hyde Park was, and still is, the residential area of choice for prominent citizens. Many of the 19th-century bungalows and Princess Anne–style cottages are still occupied today, and the Hyde Park Village collection of boutiques and restaurants is one of the city’s better draws.

Davis Islands

Two little islands off downtown Tampa, where the Hillsborough River empties into Hillsborough Bay, became booming real estate developments at the turn of the 19th century. Today, the islands are home to a general-aviation airport, Tampa General Hospital, a yacht club, and more than 100 of the original homes.

Ybor City

Party central in Tampa, the century-old cigar-rolling center of town exhibits little of its Cuban heritage these days. The main drag is 7th Avenue, also known as La Septima, closed off to cars on weekend evenings for the throngs of revelers. During the week, the area is more sedate, a better time to try out one or more of the restaurants that range all over the gastronomic map: Among the prime cuisines are Spanish and Cuban.
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    	bridge to the beach, Pinellas County
    	Clearwater stretches for miles along the beautiful Gulf of Mexico.
  



Busch Gardens and North Tampa

Busch Gardens is located 20 minutes north of downtown in an area that for a long time was not much more than cow pastures and the slowly spreading campus of the University of South Florida. The university has blossomed in recent years, now offering more than 230 degree programs; enrollment hovers around 50,000. The area to the north of USF has become among the most desirable residential communities in the Bay Area.

Greater Tampa

Thanks to the abundance of wealthy international air travelers, the area to the southwest of downtown is chock full of business-friendly hotels and fine shopping. With anchor stores Neiman Marcus and Nordstrom, International Plaza gets the nod for fanciest shopping. This posh assembly of stores is served by an open-air village of restaurants called Bay Street. About four minutes away, Westshore Plaza features more than 100 similarly fancy specialty shops and four major department stores, including a lovely Saks Fifth Avenue.

Downtown St. Petersburg

St. Petersburg is Florida’s fourth-largest city, the anchor of Pinellas County. The city’s downtown—on the bayside, not the Gulf side—has seen lots of new growth, from pricey condos to the recently renamed and renovated Shops at St. Pete, a retail, restaurant, and multi-screen complex. There are romantic bed-and-breakfasts, fine restaurants, and cultural attractions.
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  windsurfers in front of St. Petersburg’s Sunshine Skyway Bridge



St. Pete Beach

St. Pete Beach is an autonomous barrier-island town southwest of St. Petersburg. It’s a classic Florida beach town, with late-night waterside clubs, deep-water fishing charters, and low-slung motels with views of the beach.

Gulfport

Gulfport is known as the Gateway to the Gulf, as it is the point of departure for the Gulf of Mexico. It faces Boca Ciega Bay, which leads to the Gulf. It has a sleepy, old-timey yet slightly bohemian charm that lures many snowbirds into staying year-round.

Clearwater and Clearwater Beach

Clearwater Beach offers a wide, inviting shore, serious beach volleyball, and loads of nightlife and casual seafood restaurants. It has perhaps the densest concentration of beachside accommodations, often tall resort hotels and condos right on the beach. Clearwater’s downtown, on the other hand, is dominated by the spiritual headquarters of Scientology.
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  Pier 60 at Clearwater Beach



Dunedin

One of the oldest towns on the west coast of Florida, Dunedin has a wooded and subtropical setting with four miles of picturesque waterfront. The closest the Gulf Coast comes to hippie culture, Dunedin boasts a relaxed boat-centric lifestyle, with comfy bars and flip-flop–wearing denizens. Just off the coast of Dunedin are two of Florida’s most wonderful beaches: Honeymoon Island and Caladesi Island State Parks.

WHEN TO GO

This part of Florida is a year-round destination. A huge family draw, partly because of its big airport and proximity to Orlando, the area is at its busiest during school vacations. Thanksgiving–Easter are peak visitor times, but numbers also spike during summer vacation. But be prepared: Summer weather here is like hot breath on your neck all the time, and there are gloomy, stormy skies many afternoons.

This area is also a huge draw for Grapefruit League spring training devotees. The month of March sees many baseball fans cheering on their beloved teams: the Phillies and Blue Jays in Pinellas; the Yankees near downtown Tampa.

Snowbirds also bump up the local population in the winter months (especially on the Pinellas County side). Their timing isn’t arbitrary—February, March, and April along much of Florida’s Gulf Coast are magical. Temperatures are in the high 70s, with a little breeze, low humidity, little rain, and the Gulf water is just warm enough for swimming.

That said, if you visit just after the snowbirds fly home and before summer sets in, you’ll find plenty of accommodations, unoccupied tables in restaurants, and room to roam unhindered on the beaches. You may also find that it’s a little cheaper after Easter. The same can be said of the fall, before the huge winter influx of visitors. September and October are lovely in the Tampa Bay Area, but it’s also hurricane season, something not to be taken lightly.
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Bromeliads are a common sight in Tampa and St. Petersburg.



BEFORE YOU GO

Tampa International Airport is the largest on the Gulf Coast, clean, organized, and a regular award-winner because it is easy to navigate. Rental cars can be reserved in advance from the airport. Cabs, buses, and shuttles will also ferry you from the airport to your hotel, but the Tampa/St. Petersburg area is very difficult to navigate if you don’t have your own wheels.

As for what to pack: Very few places require a jacket and tie, but for nicer restaurants you may feel more comfortable in something festive. The preponderance of outdoor activities also necessitates a change of shoes: something for dinner, sneakers for hiking or athletics, and swim shoes or flip-flops.

Even if you’re visiting in the summer, bring a sweater. Everything is over-air-conditioned. In the winter, a long-sleeved pullover with light slacks is usually fine.

If you aim to take full advantage of the area’s outdoor allures, bring sunscreen, binoculars, polarized sunglasses (for seeing depth when you fish), and a bird book. Once you’re here, you can rent bikes, scooters, skates, strollers, beach chairs, boogie or surf boards, fishing equipment, snorkeling gear, motorboats, Jet Skis, kayaks, canoes, and sailboats.


Explore Tampa & St. Petersburg


THE BEST OF TAMPA AND ST. PETERSBURG

Day 1

3 Start your vacation by visiting a fairly urban city beach, Clearwater Beach, a long, wide stretch offering showers, restrooms, concessions, cabanas, umbrella rentals, volleyball, and metered parking. Pier 60, where the beach meets the causeway, has a regular sunset celebration with entertainers and live music. But this is the warm-up, just to get your feet wet, so to speak.

3 If you have a little more time on your hands, head to Caladesi Island in Dunedin, which frequently makes it onto the lists of top beaches in the world. It is only accessible by ferry from Honeymoon Island State Park off Alternate Highway 19 in Dunedin. Caladesi is 3.5 miles long, with a marina and swim beach right near where the ferry lets you off, but the rest of the island remains undeveloped. The bay side of the island is worth exploring, with a mangrove shoreline and seagrass flats (rent canoes and paddle the 3.5-mile canoe trail that meanders through the bay side).
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  Caledesi Island and Honeymoon Island State Parks



3 All that paddling will certainly make you ravenous. Dunedin’s Main Street is not far away, with a wealth of dining options. Whet your appetite with a little spicy Mexican fare, especially veggie, at Day-of-the-Dead-themed Casa Tina.

3 Cap it all off with a nightcap and a little hip-swiveling at the whimsical Chic-a-Boom Room.


  WHERE THE HEART IS: TAMPA BAY’S MOST ROMANTIC SPOTS

There’s been a lot of talk about some crafty chemical in chocolate simulating the feeling of being in love. Who knows if that’s true, but chocolate is indubitably a good way to begin an amorous foray. Even more so if it’s Chocolate-Chocolate-Chocolate. That’s actually the name of the demure chocolate-shellacked cylinder packing chocolate cheesecake, chocolate mousse, and chocolate pie into one deadly package served with aplomb at Harry Waugh Dessert Room at Bern’s Steak House. And if the romance leaves you cold, the sheer quantity of sugar, high-octane coffee, and gorgeous after-dinner drinks are bound to give you a little thrill.

On the other hand, nothing gets the heart pumping like a brush with danger. Big Cat Rescue, the world’s largest accredited sanctuary for big cats, lets you and your sweetie stay overnight with the jaguars and snow leopards. Just hope you’re not breakfast in bed. On the third hand (now that’s extremely handy), Skydive City in Zephyrhills (in Pasco County, to the north of Tampa) is one of the world’s most famous “drop zones.” Why here? According to owner T.K. Hayes, “It’s in the middle of nowhere, with not a single picturesque thing about it. 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 might never have otherwise taken the plunge.

Then again, you could take to the sea. Ahoy, mates and would-be mates. Climb aboard Yacht StarShip, Tampa’s premier dining yacht, while the sunset casts its sherbet hues across the Bay.

So far, this is mostly stunt-romance. For Old School champagne-and-caviar, culminating in good bed linens and discreet room service, head to the Renaissance Vinoy Resort & Golf Club, St. Petersburg’s exquisitely restored Mediterranean Revival resort that exudes the kind of rarefied glamour that helps put life’s quotidian woes behind you.



Day 2

3 Probably worth a whole day in its own right, Busch Gardens has must-sees that include the Montu, the ShieKra, the Kumba, and the tooth-rattling Gwazi, in descending order of priority. For a truly different experience, first check the live cheetahs racing along nearby and then board the Cheetah Hunt coaster. Busch is a park for all ages, with a mix of big, scary coasters and sweet animal attractions. And, for lunch, the onsite concessions are better than they need to be (the truly hungry can opt for the all-day dining deal; $32.99 adult, $14.99 child age 3–9).

3 Right across the street from Busch Gardens is Tampa’s Museum of Science & Industry (MOSI), probably the best science museum on the Gulf Coast. It’s majorly ambitious to combine this in a day with Busch Gardens, but it can be done.

3 Alternatively, skip Busch Gardens and pair a visit to MOSI with a half day spent wandering the Florida Aquarium.

3 Stop for lunch across the street at the portside dining/entertainment complex of Channelside.

3 In the late afternoon, take one of the aquarium’s Wild Dolphin Cruise Eco-Tours out into the bay to get an eagle-eye view of dolphins, manatees, and migratory birds.

3 And before you hit the hay, experience a Florida original Cracker-style institution: Try the gator nuggets at Skipper’s Smokehouse while watching a live blues performance.

Day 3

3 Spend your third day immersed in the area’s arts offerings. Drive over the Howard Frankland bridge to downtown St. Petersburg.


  
[image: Image]


  downtown St. Petersburg



3 Wander the galleries of the expanded Museum of Fine Arts, followed by a little lunch in its MFA Café.

3 Then cross Beach Drive to take in glassworks maestro Dale Chihuly’s art in its only purpose-built gallery outside his Washington state studio. It takes about an hour to see it all, with fascinating docent-led tours.

3 Still in an artsy mood? Barely a half-mile south is the fascinating Salvador Dalí Museum, opened in its new home in January 2011 to display the world’s largest private collection of the Surrealist genius’s works.

3 Head from any of these museums to Central Avenue, to do a little window shopping or credit-card calisthenics.

3 As the afternoon wanes, catch a show at the American Stage Theatre or the city-owned Mahaffey Theater.

3 Music fans should attend a concert outdoors at rock-centric Jannus Live.

3 There are several worthy restaurants on Beach Drive and within a block or two of Central Avenue that offer tables on the sidewalk.



FOUL-WEATHER FUN
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Salvador Dalí Museum



Tampa Bay in the storm season can be a bummer, with every afternoon given over to an impressive deluge or, at the very least, some ominous gloom. But you don’t need much to help you while away a wet afternoon. Here are just a handful of ways to keep away those rainy-day blues.

First stop: University of Tampa. Regal yet totally out of place with its minarets, keyhole arches, and ornate Moorish revival architecture, the opulent restored rooms (with original furnishings) of the university’s Henry B. Plant Museum provide a window to America’s Gilded Age, Tampa’s history, and the life and work of Henry Plant.

Now head north to University of South Florida. An enormous institution that casts its imposing shadow over the cultural scene of Tampa, it nonetheless is seldom visited by locals who aren’t lugging backpacks and books. A visit to the University of South Florida Contemporary Art Museum is a good excuse to explore the university campus before parking at the small gallery containing a permanent collection of sculpture multiples by artists such as Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Rauschenberg, and James Rosenquist.

Or skip the studious route and spend some time in rented shoes. Splitsville is Tampa’s finest bowling alley-cum-restaurant. It has good food, a whimsical environment, and the coolest bowling shoes ever.

But what’s more appropriate in moist conditions than swimming with the fishes? At the Florida Aquarium anyone six and older can do just that in the coral reef exhibit, and the Clearwater Marine Aquarium is a working research facility and home to rescued and recuperating marine mammals, including the world-famous prosthetic-tailed dolphin named Winter.

Speaking of drippy conditions, to see some of the world’s most famous molten clocks, head to St. Petersburg’s Salvador Dalí Museum, the most comprehensive collection of permanent works by the famous Spanish master who himself is the most recognized artist in history (the waxed mustache and arched eyebrows certainly help with that).






SIGHTS



HIGHLIGHTS


Downtown Tampa and Channelside


South Tampa, Hyde Park, and Davis Islands


Ybor City


Busch Gardens and North Tampa


Greater Tampa


Downtown St. Petersburg


Clearwater and Clearwater Beach


Greater Pinellas County


From Busch Gardens to Ybor City, to the lovely beaches on the Gulf Coast, the Tampa and St. Petersburg area has much to offer. In terms of sightseeing, the region has more of a recreational spin, but don’t let that be misleading. A walk along Bayshore Boulevard allows one to soak up the riches of Tampa, from the stately homes in Hyde Park to a stunning view of the downtown skyline. Busch Gardens is a family dream come true—but if culture is what you seek, Ybor City’s Cuban influence still holds strong not far from downtown. Ybor City is the place to experience the shrinking legacy of the Cuban cigar industry. Are animals more your thing? The Lowry Park Zoo is the perfect place to spend an afternoon watching white tigers and learning about manatee rehabilitation. If you’ve got kids in tow, don’t miss the Museum of Science and Industry—guaranteed to entertain even the most finicky of children with a plethora of hands-on exhibits.


At first glance, St. Petersburg and surroundings may seem to be all about their 20-plus miles of Gulf of Mexico beaches, but Pinellas County is a treasure trove of riches, including St. Petersburg’s park-lined waterfront in the tourist-friendly downtown area. Add to that a myriad of museums—including renowned, stand-alone collections of works by Salvador Dali and Dale Chihuly and a moving Holocaust museum—and you won’t lack for things to do and see.
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HIGHLIGHTS


LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS.


[image: Image]


Florida Aquarium





M Best Place to Go Eye-to-Eye with a Goliath Grouper: The Florida Aquarium is a marvelous Tampa attraction: a 152,000-square-foot center that focuses on Florida’s relationship to the Gulf, estuaries, rivers, and other waterways, with a strong environmental message (click here).


M Best Place to Puff a Local Smoke: 7th Avenue (La Septima) in Ybor City was once known as the “Cigar Capital of the World,” with nearly 12,000 cigarmakers producing 700 million cigars a year. Now Tampa’s Latin Quarter is a National Historic Landmark District, offering historic shops by day and the city’s most vital nightlife after the sun goes down (click here).


M Best Loop-the-Loops: Thrill seekers won’t need to be reminded to visit Busch Gardens. The park is an unusual mix of thrill rides, entertainment, and animal attractions (it was the first in the U.S. to create an open-range animal habitat) (click here).


M Best Way to Wander Through a Verdant Yesteryear: It puttered along as a kitschy Old Florida attraction for years, until the City of St. Petersburg restored Sunken Gardens, four-acre tropical gardens, to their former glory (click here).


M Best Bridge: The bright yellow Sunshine Skyway Bridge and Fishing Piers is the world’s longest cable-stayed bridge, the world’s longest fishing pier, and a Pinellas County icon (click here).









	
Downtown Tampa and Channelside


	Map 1 (tap here)







AMERICAN VICTORY SHIP MARINER’S MEMORIAL MUSEUM


705 Channelside Dr., 813/228-8766, www.americanvictory.org


HOURS: Tues.–Sat. 10 A.M.–5 P.M., Sun. and Mon. noon–5 P.M.


COST: $10 adult, $8 senior and veteran, $5 child, free child 3 and younger


Liberty ships were sitting ducks: They traveled a maximum speed of 11 knots, easy targets for WWII submarines. Thus the Victory ship was born. These newcomers zipped along at 17 knots thanks to cross-compound steam turbine engines that delivered 6,000 or 8,500 horsepower. They were 455 feet long and 62 feet wide. They had reinforced hull plates and included one five-inch stern gun, one three-inch bow antiaircraft gun, and eight 20-milimeter machine guns at various locations onboard.


To explore one of these feats of engineering, visit the SS American Victory, one of just four fully operational WWII ships in the United States. This merchant ship served during World War II and the Korean and Vietnam Wars as a military cargo carrier. It is tied up in the Channelside district of downtown Tampa, offering self-guided tours of the ship and guided tours that illuminate the restoration process. It also displays traveling marine exhibits.


CHANNELSIDE BAY PLAZA


615 Channelside Dr., 813/223-4250, www.channelsidebayplaza.com


HOURS: Operating hours vary according to the store, restaurant, or attraction, generally daily 11 A.M.–11 P.M.


COST: Free


Located dockside at the Port of Tampa where all the cruise ships come in, the shopping/dining/entertainment complex Channelside Bay Plaza has a 10-screen movieplex, including one screen that is 72 feet tall, plus a full-service bar, a fun upmarket bowling alley whose menu runs from sushi to steaks, little boutiques, and nearly a dozen themed restaurants and cafés.


CURTIS HIXON WATERFRONT PARK


600 N. Ashley Dr.


HOURS: Sunrise–sunset


COST: Free


The eight-acre Curtis Hixon Waterfront Park is a great feature of the Tampa Riverwalk. Designed by the New York–based landscape architect Thomas Balsley, the park has become the gathering place for such disparate groups as Occupy Tampa and a massive weekend outdoor ashtanga yoga class. With public performance art and an ice rink erected in winter, the park features a great sloping lawn with two fountains, a children’s playground (featuring an interactive NEOS 360 Ring, which combines video games with aerobic exercise and is the first of its kind in the southeast United States), public boat docks along the Hillsborough River, a dog park, seat terraces, a pavilion, and café.


M FLORIDA AQUARIUM


701 Channelside Dr., 813/273-4000, www.flaquarium.org


HOURS: Daily 9:30 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: $21.95 box office adult, $19.75 online adult; $18.95 box office senior, $17.05 online senior; $16.95 box office child age 3–11, $15.25 online child age 3–11; free for child 2 and younger


Efforts to gussy up the Florida Aquarium in the past few years with a two-acre outdoor water play area have resulted in an aquarium that doesn’t want for anything. Opened in 1995, the 152,000-square-foot aquarium focuses on the waters of Florida. It doesn’t contain an exhaustive catalog of the world’s aquatic creatures, but tells a very 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 soft shell turtles, and snakes. The aquarium manages to convey a very strong environmental message in its natives-versus-exotics exhibits, but it’s all fun, never seeming pious or heavy-handed. There’s also a wonderful, big shark tank, a colorful coral grotto, a sea urchin touch tank, and a daily penguin promenade, when the tuxedo-clad birds do a brief walkabout. It’s a small enough aquarium that three hours is plenty of time, and 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 over 15 years old. A recent cell phone audio tour may be the coolest thing yet.


After perusing the marine life within the eye-catching shell-shaped building, you can take your newfound knowledge out on the bay with one of the aquarium-run Wild Dolphin Cruise Eco-Tours ($37.95 adult, $33.95 senior, $29.95 child under 12). You’ll head out in a 72-foot catamaran watching for dolphins, manatees, and a huge number of birds. Tampa Bay is home to more than 500 bottlenose dolphins. Tickets are available at the aquarium box office the day of the tour only.


THE PORT OF TAMPA


Seaport Street Terminal, 651 Channelside Dr., Pier #2, 813/905-7678, www.tampaport.com


HOURS: Port offices 7:30 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: Free


The Port of Tampa typically has four cruise ships calling at its busy port, with a passenger count going from 200,000 in 1998 to just about 900,000 in 2011. There are newer and larger vessels steaming into the downtown Channelside port all the time. A number of lines head out of Tampa on 4-, 5-, 7-, 14- and even 21-day itineraries.


Tampa is now a home port for three cruise lines: Carnival Cruise Lines, Holland America, and Royal Caribbean, with winter-season departures by Norwegian Cruise Line.


The Port’s cruise terminals include customer-friendly information areas, full passenger amenities, and on-site parking ($14/day, no reservations are needed). Valet services are also available. The port is in close proximity to Tampa’s downtown interstates and within 15 minutes of Tampa International Airport.






	
South Tampa, Hyde Park, and Davis Islands


	Map 2 (tap here)







BAYSHORE BOULEVARD


Swann Ave. to Interbay Blvd.


HOURS: Daily 24 hours


COST: Free


Bayshore Boulevard may be the world’s longest continuous sidewalk as it is often labeled. It borders Hillsborough 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. Home to the fanciest homes in Tampa, the boulevard was named one of AAA’s “Top Roads” for its panoramic views. Even if you don’t feel like walking it, it’s Tampa’s most signature drive. (Also, Tampa Preservation has an excellent driving tour of Hyde Park and a walking tour of part of the neighborhood geared for younger readers; for copies call 813/248-5437.)



DAVIS ISLAND YACHT CLUB



1315 Severn Ave., 813/251-1158, www.diyc.org


HOURS: Spring–fall Thurs. 7 P.M., winter Sun. 2 P.M.


COST: Free to watch


Drive over the causeway to Davis Islands, then across the length of the island to the unassuming, squatty Davis Island Yacht Club. It’s free to watch racing, even free to crew for the evening if you have experience and a skipper will take you on. In the winter, the races take place at 2 P.M. on Sundays, but in the warm weather you can watch different classes of sailboats heading out into the bay on Thursday nights at 7 P.M. with the backdrop of Tampa’s downtown bathed in a rosy sunset glow. It’s beautiful, especially when all the colorful, billowing spinnakers head out.


HYDE PARK VILLAGE


W. Swann Ave., S. Dakota Ave., and Snow Ave., 813/251-3500, www.hydeparkvillage.net


HOURS: Vary


COST: Free


Tampa’s downtown doesn’t really have a retail center. For that, you need to visit Hyde Park. It’s not vast, but the outdoor shopping/dining area is the most appealing shopping destination in town, especially when the weather is nice. There’s a large covered parking garage, free to shoppers, and a lovely landscaped plaza at the center. Pottery Barn and Williams-Sonoma are among the bigger stores, with other name brands such as Brooks Brothers, Anthropologie, and Tommy Bahama. Top restaurants include the Cal-Ital Wine Exchange and the indoor-outdoor, Sinatra-infused Timpano Italian Chophouse. In the summer, Hyde Park Village hosts a free, monthly, live music performance, and there’s a fresh market each Sunday. The area has seen a great deal of flux in the past couple of years, with stores playing musical chairs, buildings torn down, and condos going up.






	
Ybor City


	Map 3 (tap here)







CENTRO YBOR


1600 E. 8th Ave., 813/242-4660, www.centroybor.com


HOURS: Vary by business


COST: No entrance fee, some clubs have cover charges


Given up for ages as a slightly seedy adult playground at night, Ybor City has become more family friendly with the addition of Centro Ybor, which opened at the beginning of the millennium in the former Centro Español social club. It’s a shopping, dining, and entertainment complex right at the pulsing heart of the neighborhood. None of the restaurants here will stir you to poetic excess, but the complex is anchored by the Muvico Centro Ybor 20 theaters, with a GameTime location, The Improv for nighttime adult comedy, and Tampa Bay Brewing Co. pub. There are few shops. The complex has its own parking structure and is on the TECO streetcar line.


M 7TH AVENUE (LA SEPTIMA)


7th Ave. from 13th to 23rd Sts.


HOURS: Vary by business


COST: Free


During the day, visitors to Ybor City’s 7th Avenue district can still see cigars being hand-rolled and munch a Cuban sandwich, 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) and walk around or take the Ybor City trolley. You can still see a few little cigar shops and Latin social clubs mixed in with tattoo parlors and restaurants along La Septima (7th Ave.).


You get the most three-dimensional look at Ybor just by walking around: Walk by La Union Marti-Maceo tile mural (226 7th Ave.), pick up a copy of La Gaceta (the neighborhood’s Spanish-language weekly for nearly 80 years), and walk by the restored former cigar workers’ casitas on your way to buy a cigar at Metropolitan Cigars (2014 East 7th Ave., 813/248-3304), a 1,700-square-foot walk-in humidor, or to get a Cubano sandwich. A Cubano is a long loaf, 36 inches long, with a thin flaky crust and soft, pillowy interior. This gets piled high with roast pork and Genoa salami (a strictly Tampa twist), Swiss cheese (some say Emanthaler), sour pickles, and spicy mustard; the whole thing is warmed and flattened in a special hot-press. The outside is crisp, the inside warm and a little gooey. It’s perfection.


La Septima is also the locale of some of the city’s biggest parties: Gasparilla Sant’Yago Night Parade in February, Guavaween in October, the Rough Rider’s St. Patrick’s Night Parade, and the Tampa Cigar Heritage Festival in mid-November.
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ADVENTURE ISLAND


4500 E. Bougainvillea Ave., 813/987-5660, www.adventureisland.com


HOURS: Mar.–Oct., hours and days vary; closed Oct.–early Mar.


COST: $49.99 adult, $45.99 child age 3–9, free for child 2 and younger


Adventure Island will wet your whistle, and pretty much everything else. It’s 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.


M BUSCH GARDENS


E. Busch Blvd. and 40th St., 888/800-5447, www.buschgardens.com


HOURS: Winter daily 9 A.M.–6 P.M.; summer daily 9:30 A.M.–10 P.M.


COST: $81.99 box office adult, $71.99 online adult; $73.99 box office child age 3–9, $63.99 online child age 3–9; free for child 2 and younger; $14 parking


Busch Gardens is expensive. Is it worth it? Definitely. It is a wonderful full-day extravaganza for people of any age. Busch Gardens can entertain you for a full two days, but if you do just one day, everyone will be clamoring for more. A 14-day 6 Park Orlando FlexTicket ($329.95 adult, $309.95 child) is a fairly good deal if you have the stamina to hit SeaWorld Orlando, Universal Studios Florida, Aquatica, Islands of Adventure, and Wet ’n’ Wild along with Busch Gardens.


Rides for Little Kids: The amusement park has a huge section of the park geared to children ages 2–7 called Sesame Street Safari of Fun (to the far left when you’re looking at the map), near Stanleyville, as well as in sections near the Congo. This is one of those parks where there are those vexing height limitations that preclude you from riding if you’re taller than the marker.


Rides for Big Kids: Major coasters are the biggest draw for those over 48 inches tall (or over 54 inches for Montu, Kumba, and SheiKra roller coasters) and with no serious health problems. The rides at Busch Gardens are either little-kiddie or pee-your-pants huge. The following are the roller coasters, in descending order of excellence. The Montu, at the far right of the park, is one of the tallest and longest 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 and stuff. The SheiKra has an incredible 90-degrees-straight-down-from-200-feet-up thrill at the beginning, an underground tunnel, speeds of 70 mph, and water features late in the ride, but overall the ride is too short. It went “floorless” a few years back to add another level of thrill, but it still doesn’t make top billing in our book. Kumba is third best, with a full three seconds of weightlessness, an initial 135-foot drop, and cool 360-degree spirals. It has good speed, a long ride, and one of the world’s largest vertical loops. And the Gwazi is for purists: An old double wooden coaster, it’s got that tooth-rattling charm as it barrels over the boards in 7,000 feet of track. Opened in early 2011, the newest coaster is Cheetah Hunt, which zips riders up to 60 mph three different times over a track stretching more than 0.8 miles. Paired with the ride are live cheetahs, trained to race along for up to 200 yards, next to a glass-walled observation area.
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the Kumba roller coaster at Busch Gardens





Beyond the coasters, the Tanganyika Tidal Wave, Stanley Falls, and Congo River Rapids boat rides are guaranteed to saturate you with water—so time them for the hottest part of the day.


Animal Attractions: Busch Gardens contains about 2,700 animals. Colorful lorikeets will land on your shoulder or flirt shamelessly with you in the Lory Landing aviary. There’s a Myombe Reserve, which lets you get up close with gorillas and chimps. But the best animal attraction is the Serengeti Plain, which really takes up the whole right half of the park—you see it all by getting on the Serengeti Express Railway (or the Skyride or a Serengeti Safari). Ostriches may race the train; there are big cats, huffing rhinos, and gracefully awkward giraffes. It’s thrilling and a wonderful opportunity to sit down a spell and regroup. (The lamest attraction at the park, though, is Rhino Rally. Don’t bother.)




TALL TALE


Anyone who’s spent time in the Tampa Bay area has idly wondered about the big white tower off I-275. What does it do? How did it get there? And most people never get to the bottom of the 231-foot-tall mystery at the corner of Florida Avenue and Bird Street. But you will, now.


The Sulphur Springs Water Tower was a North Tampa landmark almost instantly upon its completion in 1927. Like a lot of construction around that time, it was aimed at the state’s new vacationing hordes. The introduction of Henry Ford’s affordable $400 Model-T just after the turn of that century triggered the phenomenon of road tripping, folks hopping in the car in search of sun, sand, and a little fun. Because they often slept in or next to their cars, they were dubbed “tin-can tourists.”


And Josiah Richardson aimed to be ready for them. He built a hotel and tourist cottages along the Hillsborough River. He built a mammoth waterslide with a spring-fed swimming hole, a bathhouse, a shopping arcade, and an alligator farm. Just one problem: Richardson needed a reliable water source for the complex, which he called Sulphur Springs Hotel and Arcade.


So he mortgaged the whole kit and caboodle and hired Grover Pool to build a water tower for him. They excavated 45 feet down into the rock, with eight-inch-thick poured concrete walls reinforced with railroad rails. When it was finished, it stored 125,000 gallons of water from nearby artesian springs.


The pressure was great, the water clear, the supply dependable. If only everything were so steadfast: In 1933 the Tampa Electric Co. dam collapsed and the complex was flooded. Coupled with the Great Depression, the disaster brought the Sulphur Springs complex to its knees. Richardson lost everything.


But the water tower did last. Through the 1960s it provided water to some of the neighborhood that bears its name. In the 1970s, dry at last, it became the architectural icon of the Tower Drive-In theater, graffiti slowly adding a lacy filigree across the tower’s white surface. A sheen of fresh, graffiti-proof paint in 1979 failed to change the tower’s plight; drugs and crime in the area ensured that it remained overlooked until Walgreens put in a bid to buy the 13-acre spot in 2002.


The hue and cry of Tampa residents made it clear that this tall drink of water was locally beloved. A grassroots group called Save Our Tower sprung up overnight, cajoling and nudging city officials. The City of Tampa bought the site the next year, and renamed the surrounding area River Tower Park. Soon after came ambitious plans—a boardwalk, a botanical garden, a jogging trail. That has not come to pass, but the lush bit of green space in Sulphur Springs still is likely be presided over by the stalwart water tower of Josiah Richardson’s abandoned dream.





The four-acre Jungala is set in the Congo area and 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, multi-story family play areas, rides, and live entertainment.


If you visit in the summer, count on heavy rains in the afternoon. Bathrooms are plentiful and clean, there are scads of strollers to rent, the food is much better than it needs to be (and there’s an all-day dining deal that seems reasonable if you’re spending all day at the park), and they even have a dog kennel to watch your pet while you enjoy the rides.


LOWRY PARK ZOO


1101 W. Sligh Ave., 813/932-0245, www.lowryparkzoo.com


HOURS: Daily 9:30 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: $23.95 adult, $21.95 senior, $18.95 child age 3–11, free child 2 and younger


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 zoo kahunas. To this end, they imported four African elephants (for a stunning account, read the Tampa Bay Times’s nine-part series on the subject) and created a huge habitat for them.


For years this zoo languished at the bottom of the heap with old-school cages and dubious animal husbandry. All that has changed: Child as well as Parents magazines have appropriately ranked it in the top ten zoos for families. Little kids want to see the animals up close and personal. At the Lowry Park Zoo, habitats are naturalistic and nicely landscaped, while still designed for maximum viewing. There are around 1,500 native and exotic animals (Malayan tigers, African penguins, and pygmy hippo among them) organized into sensible housing developments. Lots of shade provided by big lush tropicals seems to keep all species fat and sassy, even in the fairly substantial summer heat. One of the zoo’s highlights is its Manatee and Aquatic Center, one of only three hospitals and rehabilitation facilities in the state of Florida for lugubrious, sick sea cows.


Tampa’s Lowry Park Zoo and Sunline Cruises have come together to present the River Odyssey Ecotour ($14 adult, $13 senior, $10 child) on the Hillsborough River. A ride on the Sirenia gives visitors a chance to spot the many species of animals that live in and near the river.


UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH FLORIDA


4202 E. Fowler Ave., 813/974-2011, www.usf.edu


HOURS: Daily 24 hours


COST: Free


The University of South Florida (USF) is one of the nation’s top 50 universities in expenditures for research, having spent $385 million in 2010. USF offers 219 degree programs at the undergraduate, graduate, specialist, and doctoral levels, including the doctor of medicine. It serves more than 46,000 students on campuses in Tampa, St. Petersburg, Sarasota-Manatee, and Lakeland.


All that said, it’s not the most gorgeous campus you’ve ever strolled. It was originally a commuter school, with parking lots spread across a wide, 1,700-acre campus for all those cars. There’s no real central quad, the place where you think “this is the center of all academic shenanigans,” no ivy-draped buildings or older men in tired tweed smoking pipes. Still, it’s a member of the Big East Athletic Conference and thus has a wealth of spectator sporting options. It also hosts lecture series, concerts at the newly refurbished Sun Dome, and exhibits in the Contemporary Art Museum.
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BIG CAT RESCUE


12802 Easy St., Tampa, 813/920-4130, www.bigcatrescue.org


HOURS: Regular tour Mon.–Wed. and Fri. 3 P.M., Sat.–Sun. 10 A.M. and 1 P.M.; children’s tour Sat.–Sun. 9 A.M.; feeding tour Wed. and Fri.–Sat. 4:30 P.M.; Big Cat Keeper tour Sat.–Sun. 2–4 P.M.


COST: Regular tour $29 (age 10 and older); children’s tour $19; feeding tour $55; Big Cat Keeper tour $110; Wild Eyes at Night tour $55


Proclaiming itself the world’s largest accredited sanctuary for big cats, Big Cat Rescue provides a permanent retirement home to more than 200 animals, including 14 species of cats. For the visitor, the 20-year-old center offers tours, outreach presentations, animal interaction, and the opportunity to spend an evening in the heart of the sanctuary. On the last Friday of each month, register for the Wild Eyes at Night tour, in which guests roam the grounds equipped with flashlights that illuminate the hundreds of shining eyes in the cat enclosures. Or be a zookeeper for a couple of hours on the Big Cat Keeper tour. You’ll get an education in animal husbandry, care, and feeding, and if you plan it for the last Friday of the month, you can combine it with the exciting night-time tour.


MACDILL AIR FORCE BASE


Public Affairs Office, 813/828-2215, www.macdill.af.mil


HOURS: Tours first and third Fri.


COST: Free


Tampa is fairly urban to the south, where it runs into MacDill Air Force Base, which takes up the entire southern third of the Tampa peninsula and is home to the United States Central Command (coordinating all U.S. military operations in Africa and the Middle East). Used as a staging area as far back as the Spanish-American War, it wasn’t formally given to the War Department until 1939 and dedicated in 1941. The base trained air crews for overseas deployments in World War II and was crucial during the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Cold War.


Base tours are conducted on an extremely limited basis due to security measures in place since 9/11. Tours are provided only for groups of 25–40, so individuals or families must join one of these tours. Tours last approximately four hours and are scheduled on a first-come, first-served basis. The tour schedule fills up quickly, so contact MacDill Public Affairs early. Priority scheduling is given to Junior ROTC students and other youth groups serving high-school-age students. Military reunions, civic and business organizations, or senior citizen groups are also welcome. Walking and stair-climbing are part of the tour, so those with mobility issues must state that on the tour-request form, available online; modified tours may be arranged to accommodate those with disabilities.


RAYMOND JAMES STADIUM


4201 N. Dale Mabry Hwy., Tampa, 813/350-6500, http://raymondjamesstadium.com


HOURS: Walk-up tours usually offered Tues.–Thurs. at 2 P.M.


COST: $6 adult 16 and older, $4 senior and child age 6–15, free for child 5 and younger


Raymond James Stadium is a wonderful venue in which to see Tampa’s NFL entry, the Buccaneers, or the USF Bulls football teams. Popularly called the RayJay, the stadium was completed in 1998. It holds more than 66,000 fans—52,000 in general seating, the rest in blessedly air-conditioned suites—with a cool, 103-foot-long mock pirate ship that blasts its air cannons (confetti and foam footballs) every time the Bucs score. The tours run from the field into a locker room, a suite, and to Buccaneer Cove, the fan zone that includes the ship and souvenir stores. Group tours are held in the mornings Tuesday–Thursday, but must be arranged at least two weeks in advance (813/350-6545) and must be for at least 10 participants.


TAMPA ELECTRIC CO. MANATEE VIEWING CENTER


6990 Dickman Rd., Apollo Beach, 813/228-4289, www.tampaelectric.com/manatee


HOURS: Nov. 1–Apr. 16 daily 10 A.M.–5 P.M.


COST: Free


Let’s be honest: the manatee is the Ringo Starr of the aquatic mammal world—so homely it is adorable. And gentle, too, which might also be the case with Ringo.


The big herbivores are protected by state and even federal law, mainly by trying to control the speed of the manatees’ only true enemy, the yahoos driving their speedboats too fast in the manatees’ freshwater or brackish habitat. The boats’ fast-spinning propellers gouge the backs of the big guys and gals as they surface for air. You can usually find a few injured manatees rehabbing at Lowry Park Zoo.


But for about a quarter of a century, one of the two local electric utilities has offered a free viewing platform where manatees cluster for the warmth of the plant’s cooling-water outflow pipes. Visitors can stroll a 900-foot-long walkway to observe the manatees quite close by, wander through a butterfly garden, or even experience a mild version of a hurricane—that’s to illustrate the challenges faced by all of Florida’s utility plants.
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DOWNTOWN AREA


Along Bayshore Dr., Beach Dr., 1st St., and 2nd St.


HOURS: Daily 24 hours


COST: Free


St. Petersburg has a charming waterfront downtown area, which is tourist friendly and rich in architecture, historic buildings, attractions, and water vistas. Most of the museums, The Pier, and several public parks (most notably Vinoy Park and Straub Park) are here. The city owns miles of bay front, which allows for pleasant strolling, biking, rollerblading, and, of course, people-watching. Parking and traffic can be a challenge due to the recent surge in upscale restaurants. But offsetting the parking issue (there are public and private garages, as well as metered spaces) are the sidewalk dining opportunities—and even more people-watching. On Central Avenue, between 2nd and 7th Streets, there are assorted galleries, boutiques, cocktail lounges, and restaurants. A fun way to sample the downtown is aboard a Segway tour (149 1st Ave. N, 727/498-2322, Mon.–Sat 11 A.M., 2 P.M., and 5 P.M., Sun. noon and 3 P.M., $55 for 90 minutes, $65 for two hours). Tours include a 20-minute training class beforehand.


The Looper is also a super way to get around downtown. Hop aboard the red-over-yellow motorized trolleys, and enjoy a half-hour tour of St. Petersburg’s top attractions, museums, and hotels. There are 15 stops along the way, and the fare is $0.50 each time you step aboard ($0.25 for seniors). The Looper connects with the Central Avenue Trolley (Central is the east-west boulevard across the peninsula) that runs from the edge of Tampa Bay, downtown, to the picturesque Gulf of Mexico community, Pass-a-Grille. To cross the peninsula on this trolley, the fare is $2.50 ($1.50 for seniors).
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downtown St. Petersburg





THE PIER


800 2nd Ave. NE, 727/821-6443, www.stpete-pier.com


HOURS: Vary by business


COST: $3 parking, $2 aquarium


For decades, the Pier was the heart and soul of visitor activity in St. Petersburg, looking like a five-story inverted pyramid, or the good guys’ home base in a sci-fi movie. New museums, savvy lounges, and upscale restaurants and boutiques have taken over the role as the prime reason to be downtown. And because of deterioration in its structure, the Pier was torn down in mid-2013, with the new Pier scheduled to open in 2015.


During its time, The Pier has been a place to rent bikes; grab a rental rod and reel and fish off the end; depart from the Pier on a sightseeing boat charter or on the Dolphin Queen (727/647-1538, $22 adult, $19 senior and military, $14 child age 3–12) a 44-foot, 70-passenger catamaran that sails several times daily on 90-minute trips; rent a 24-foot-long electric boat at The Electric Marina (727/898-2628) for half an hour, one hour, or all day; dine in the family-friendly food court; or browse the complex’s shops. No matter whether the new structure is finished or not, the views of the bay and the waterfront are always delightful, with pelicans and dolphins cavorting nearby.
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CLEARWATER MARINE AQUARIUM


249 Windward Passage, 727/441-1790, www.seewinter.com


HOURS: Mon.–Sat. 9 A.M.–6 P.M.


COST: $19.95 adult, $17.95 senior, $14.95 child age 3–12


Just over the bay in Tampa, the Florida Aquarium usually gets the bulk of the kudos. But that aquarium isn’t home to a movie star—and a heart-warming one, at that. Clearwater Marine Aquarium was always a less touristy, more modest facility, though one of its missions was to save and rehabilitate injured marine life. And that’s where the Clearwater aquarium got its big boost: A young female dolphin, her tail mangled by a crab trap, was brought to this facility. Without a functioning tail, the dolphin, named Winter by aquarium staff, would have died. Instead, the staff found a prosthetics doctor who agreed to create a tail for Winter. Her story, hyped only a little, was turned into the movie Dolphin Tale, released in 2011. That isn’t the end of Winter’s story, however: News reports spread of her adaptation to her prosthetic tail, and numerous people, from children with disabilities to wounded military vets, have come to Winter’s pool to be encouraged by what they see. Now she has her own webcam. Clearwater Marine Aquarium has also broadened its outreach, focusing extra-price tours on its status as a working research facility and home to other recuperating/rehabbing dolphins, whales, otters, and so on. For the visitor, the thrust is on education, with more than two dozen daily animal-care and training presentations and exhibits on rescue, rehabilitation, and release—and how the public can help to protect and conserve endangered marine life. It’s like the ACLU for fish. The aquarium offers on-site feeding and care programs for interested guests and operates a daily two-hour-long Sea Life Safari (25 Causeway Blvd., Slip #58, Clearwater Beach, 727/462-2628) that takes visitors around the Clearwater estuary and Intracoastal Waterway, with commentary by a marine biologist. The basic admission price includes a sort of museum of props and sets used in creating the film; a shuttle transports guests between that museum, on the edge of downtown Clearwater, and the aquarium, on the causeway approaching the barrier island of Clearwater Beach.
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