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Even those who have never ventured south of Disney World have probably heard of the Florida Keys. Stretching southwest from Miami between the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico, this diverse archipelago is, after all, legendary.

With its Mardi Gras vibe, much-publicized Hemingway connection, and ongoing “threat” to secede from the Union, Key West is surely the most well-known island in the region. This unique place nurtures a strange blend of hardy natives, eccentric artists, and wide-eyed tourists. But the Keys hold more than just the southernmost city.
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If you’re driving from Miami or the Everglades—both vibrant areas worth a look before heading south—you’ll first encounter enticing Key Largo, the slowly burgeoning getaway for southern Floridians. It’s the kind of place where locals can dock their boats just steps from laid-back waterfront eateries. With fascinating underwater coral reefs that extend along the eastern shore, it’s also the self-proclaimed “diving capital of the world.”

South of Key Largo, the remaining Upper Keys accessible by the Overseas Highway (U.S. 1) compose Islamorada, an area long celebrated for its bountiful sportfishing. After crossing a lengthy bridge, you’ll be in the heart of the Middle Keys, a transitional space between the natural pleasures of the north and the unabashed revelry of the south. Centered around Marathon (which, like Islamorada, encompasses several keys), this region offers a number of wildlife-oriented activities, from bird-watching haunts to dolphin encounters.
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For even more animal sightings, continue south to the Lower Keys, where wild creatures abound in the National Key Deer Refuge on and around Big Pine Key. Even farther down, you’ll spy mammals of a different variety—the tourists and locals who descend upon the streets of Key West—especially from October to April, when the weather is usually sunny and mild and offers a respite from colder places.

Even those who are intimately familiar with the Florida Keys only know a small percentage of them. The Overseas Highway—the only drivable link to the mainland—connects less than 50 of the more than 800 islands of this unforgettable chain. Venture out by boat to explore the more elusive ones, a trip that promises mystery, adventure, and an experience like nowhere else. After all, that’s what the Keys are all about.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go



Miami and the Everglades

While some travelers head directly to Key West by boat or plane, most pass through the gateway areas of Miami and the Everglades before driving south to the Florida Keys. If you have time, consider exploring this diverse region, where you can stroll amid Miami Beach’s colorful Art Deco District, soak up some sunshine on the Magic City’s stunning beaches, snorkel above the coral reefs of Biscayne National Park, take a guided canoe trip among the cypress trees of Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park, and visit the critters at the Everglades Alligator Farm.

Key Largo

From the mainland, most motorists take U.S. 1, also called the Overseas Highway, to reach the Florida Keys. The first island encountered is Key Largo, the largest of this unique archipelago. Here you’ll find several outdoor diversions, including Dolphin Cove and Dolphins Plus—sister facilities that offer a range of activities, from natural dolphin swims to trainer-for-a-day programs. Outdoors enthusiasts will especially enjoy John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park, where you can swim alongside sandy beaches, kayak among mangrove trees, or dive amid offshore coral reefs.


If You Have . ..

• A WEEKEND: Experience Key West.

• FIVE DAYS: Add Key Largo and Islamorada.

• ONE WEEK: Add Marathon and Big Pine Key.

• TEN DAYS: Add Miami and the Everglades.



Islamorada

Southwest of Key Largo are the islands that make up Islamorada, an upscale resort area favored by anglers and scuba divers. Outdoor attractions dominate here, where you can watch sea lion shows at Theater of the Sea, feed wild tarpon at Robbie’s of Islamorada, and visit four different state parks, including Indian Key Historic State Park and Lignumvitae Key Botanical State Park, both of which are only accessible by boat. Sea lovers might also appreciate the History of Diving Museum, which houses a curious collection of diving paraphernalia.

Marathon and the Middle Keys

After experiencing Islamorada, you’ll pass into the Middle Keys, the heart of which is the laid-back town of Marathon. Animal lovers can swim with dolphins at the Dolphin Research Center, observe pelicans and raptors at Curry Hammock State Park and Crane Point Museum and Nature Center, or visit recovering sea turtles at The Turtle Hospital. For a quieter experience, visitors can relax on the area’s lovely beaches or head south to isolated Pigeon Key, a historic base camp accessible by ferry or the Old Seven Mile Bridge.

Big Pine and the Lower Keys

Once you’ve crossed the Seven Mile Bridge, you’ll enter the Lower Keys, perhaps the most tranquil part of this legendary archipelago. Although Bahia Honda State Park lures numerous visitors to its beaches, campgrounds, hiking trails, and warm waters, which are ideal for both kayakers and snorkelers, you’re likely to spy more wildlife in this region than fellow tourists. Among the plentiful offerings, recreationists will find wooded solitude in the National Key Deer Refuge on Big Pine Key, fishing charters on Summerland Key, and superb diving opportunities around Looe Key.
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Key West

Celebrated for its breezy hotels, sunset celebrations, and festive atmosphere, especially along Duval Street, the Southernmost City will certainly keep you busy for days on end. Here you can relax on numerous beaches, tour historical homes, visit engaging museums and nature centers, view the entire city from atop the Key West Lighthouse, or take a ferry to the Dry Tortugas. At night you’ll find no shortage of lively bars, and throughout the year, you can participate in an array of festivals and events.

When to Go

You should allow at least a week for exploring southern Florida, where you could easily spend two days each in Miami, Key Largo, and Key West. Of course, where you go—and when you choose to come—will depend upon your interests.

Although southern Florida is a year-round destination, some businesses, namely restaurants in Key West, close during September. In general, summer is the least crowded time to visit, perhaps because temperatures are fairly high from June to September, when the Atlantic hurricane season is at its peak.

Whereas spring and fall are comfortable in this subtropical region, winter is the high season in the Florida Keys, when the climate is much warmer than in the northern United States. In general, late December through April is often the busiest period as snowbirds descend upon the Keys; lodging rates are usually higher during this peak tourist season as well as during major events and holiday weekends. Accommodations often cost less during the midseason, which typically ranges from May to July and from late October to mid-December. Hotels, inns, and resorts can be at their cheapest during the low season, which, save for holidays and festivals, is normally late summer and early fall, between August and mid-October. Although the accommodations listings in this guide reflect southern Florida’s wide range in rates, be advised that every establishment has its own seasonal schedule and therefore its own pricing policy, so be sure to check each place in question before making travel plans.

Your activities can also determine the time of your trip. Swimmers and snorkelers might enjoy the slightly warmer waters of summer, but anglers must consider the varied fishing seasons before making plans. Blue marlins, for example, are prevalent from March to October while cobias are more common from November to April.

Events might sway your plans too. From December to February, several noteworthy art festivals are held in Miami and throughout the Keys. Then July lures visitors to Key West for Hemingway Days, and many flock to the Southernmost City for Fantasy Fest in late October.

Before You Go

Reservations might be necessary, especially for resorts and B&Bs during winter and spring. You should definitely call ahead if you’re planning a trip in September, when many businesses close between seasons.

Transportation

Miami, the Everglades, and the Florida Keys constitute a fairly compact destination, especially given that one main highway (U.S. 1) links much of this region. Though most visitors come by car, motorcycle, or RV, it’s possible to reach southern Florida using other forms of transportation. For instance, you can travel by train or bus to Miami, take a flight to Miami International Airport, or arrive in Key West by plane or cruise ship.

If you choose not to drive to southern Florida, your best bet would still be to rent a car and hit the road as soon as possible. After all, taxis can get expensive, and it’s infinitely easier to travel the 110-mile Overseas Highway by car, as opposed to walking or biking. Just be prepared for the drive from Miami to Key West to take roughly 3.5-4 hours in the mid- and low seasons, and perhaps more than 5 hours during the high season. In the absence of traffic, it can take about an hour to drive from Miami to Key Largo, another half hour to reach Islamorada, roughly 45 minutes to hit the heart of Marathon, about a half hour to make it to Big Pine Key, and an additional 45 minutes to arrive in Key West—of course, the actual times depend on the actual distances, which can vary greatly in the Keys, depending upon your specific origin and destination.


The Best of the Florida Keys


First-time visitors to the Florida Keys should set aside at least a week to experience the best that these legendary islands—plus the gateway areas of Miami and the Everglades—have to offer.

Day 1

Since most travelers reach the Florida Keys by vehicle, you’ll likely begin your trip in the Miami area. For a taste of the city’s multicultural vibe, head to Little Havana, where you can sample authentic Cuban food and browse aromatic cigar shops. Then venture east to South Beach, where you can tour the colorful Art Deco District, view impressive art and artifact collections at the Jewish Museum of Florida–FIU or the World Erotic Art Museum, and relax at the popular Lummus Park Beach.

After lunch at one of South Beach’s savory cafés, head southwest to Coconut Grove and Coral Gables, both of which boast a variety of historical structures and shopping options. Savor a fine meal and perhaps stay the night at Coral Gables’ 1920s-era Biltmore Hotel, where you can also play golf or enjoy a massage. If you’d rather experience Miami’s nightlife, stay in one of the boutique hotels or world-class resorts in South Beach.

Day 2

Rise early and head to Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park, where you can stroll along the beach, have breakfast at the Lighthouse Cafe, and take a guided tour of the 1825 Cape Florida Lighthouse, which provides panoramic views of Biscayne Bay. Afterward venture south to Biscayne National Park, where you can explore Boca Chita Key, Elliott Key, and other islands by kayak.

If you’re an animal lover, stop by the Everglades Alligator Farm near Florida City, which features live alligator feedings and airboat rides in the Everglades. For a more intimate tour of this subtropical wilderness, take a canoe trip through Everglades National Park, Big Cypress National Preserve, or Collier-Seminole State Park, all marvelous places to observe birds, alligators, and other native creatures.

To experience the region’s heritage, head to the Miccosukee Indian Village on the Tamiami Trail or the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum on the Big Cypress Seminole Indian Reservation. After a day of sightseeing, unwind at the Miccosukee Resort & Gaming, where you’ll find endless dining, entertainment, and lodging options.

Day 3

Venture south on U.S. 1 to the Florida Keys. In northern Key Largo, head to the tranquil Dagny Johnson Key Largo Hammock Botanical State Park, which lures hikers, bikers, and wildlife lovers daily. Farther south you’ll encounter John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park, where popular activities include kayaking, snorkeling, and scuba diving.

Afterward head to Dolphins Plus, where you can swim with dolphins and learn how to be a marine mammal trainer. Wildlife lovers will also appreciate the Florida Keys Wild Bird Center, home to rehabilitating brown pelicans, turkey vultures, and great horned owls.
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  the eager residents of Dolphins Plus in Key Largo



Following a day of outdoor diversions, relax at one of Key Largo’s many waterfront restaurants, most of which offer ideal spots to watch the sunset. Throughout Key Largo you’ll find a variety of eateries, bars, and hotels, including those at the Key Largo Resorts Marina, which also features the historical African Queen.

Day 4

Continue southwest to the islands of Islamorada. Here art lovers can explore paintings, sculptures, and other unique creations at The Rain Barrel on Plantation Key while history buffs can learn about the ill-fated Overseas Railroad at Windley Key Fossil Reef Geological State Park. Farther southwest it’s hard to miss the enormous sign for Theater of the Sea, which offers bottomless boat rides, entertaining marine mammal shows, and the chance to swim with the resident dolphins and sea lions. Meanwhile on Upper Matecumbe Key, you’ll find the History of Diving Museum, which houses a curious collection of diving paraphernalia.

On Lower Matecumbe Key, Robbie’s of Islamorada features boat rentals, fishing charters, and an open-air market. The marina also provides boat tours of two remote islands: Indian Key Historic State Park, once the site of a lucrative cargo-salvaging business, and Lignumvitae Key Botanical State Park, where you can tour a virgin tropical forest. While all the islands of Islamorada are worth visiting, Upper Matecumbe Key boasts most of the area’s shops, spas, bars, restaurants, and accommodations.



Sun and Sand
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Fort Taylor Beach in Fort Zachary Taylor Historic State Park



The Florida Keys boast several picturesque beaches, which despite not being as famous as that of Miami’s South Beach, can provide rest, relaxation, and people-watching year-round.

KEY LARGO

• Cannon Beach: This prized park offers two small artificially made beaches. It also provides easy access to a swimming area and the remnants of an old Spanish shipwreck. Offshore activities include snorkeling, fishing, and kayaking.

ISLAMORADA

• Anne’s Beach: Dedicated to local environmentalist Anne Eaton, this tranquil beach on the ocean side of Lower Matecumbe Key features a shallow swimming area and boardwalk access to secluded stretches of sand.

MARATHON AND THE MIDDLE KEYS

• Long Key State Park: Situated between Layton and Marathon, Long Key State Park contains a narrow, grass-lined beach on the ocean side of U.S. 1. Only open to those staying in the state park campground, it tends to be more peaceful than the beaches farther south.

• Curry Hammock State Park: Little Crawl Key features a pleasant beach and playground area that is accessible by overnight campers and day-use visitors alike. Fishing, kayaking, picnicking, and beachcombing are popular activities here.

• Sombrero Beach: Located in the southern part of Marathon, this beautiful beach is one of the most favored in the Keys, particularly among locals. This curvy, palm-lined expanse of sand is also a preferred spot for nesting turtles from April to October.

BIG PINE AND THE LOWER KEYS

• Sandspur Beach: Arguably the most popular beach in the Florida Keys, this photogenic, sandy stretch includes breezy palm trees, turquoise waters, and white sand.

KEY WEST

• Fort Zachary Taylor Historic State Park: Praised by sunbathers, swimmers, snorkelers, and bird-watchers alike, the beach just south of Fort Zachary Taylor is surely the finest in Key West. The clear, deep waters nurture living coral and tropical fish.

• Clarence S. Higgs Memorial Beach: At the foot of White Street lies another popular beach, where sun worshippers can rent water-sports equipment or stroll amid pelicans and seagulls on the adjacent swimming pier.

• Smathers Beach: On warm sunny days, crowds flock to this lengthy beach alongside Roosevelt Boulevard, an ideal place to watch the sunrise.

• Fort Jefferson Beach: Only accessible via ferry or seaplane, this isolated beach is well worth the trip. Besides its proximity to historical Fort Jefferson, it provides a terrific locale for swimming, snorkeling, and overnight camping.




Day 5


Just past Layton in the Middle Keys, you’ll come upon Long Key State Park, a tranquil place for canoeists, anglers, hikers, and snorkelers. Farther south, you can embrace other family-friendly diversions, such as hang gliding high above the islands and coral reefs via Conch Air, frolicking with dolphins at the Dolphin Research Center, exploring the wooded islands of Curry Hammock State Park, and relaxing on Sombrero Beach, popular with swimmers, picnickers, and volleyball enthusiasts.

If you have time, take a walking tour of The Turtle Hospital, a rescue facility on Vaca Key. Then stop by the Pigeon Key Gift Shop, housed in a red train car, and purchase admission to Pigeon Key, an early 20th-century base camp for bridge workers. Admission includes a ferry ride to the island, which you can also access via the Old Seven Mile Bridge.

You’ll find plenty of after-hours dining and lodging options in the Middle Keys. Though most lie on Vaca Key, Marathon’s lengthiest island, you may prefer more isolated places, such as Hawks Cay Resort on Duck Key.

Day 6

After crossing the Seven Mile Bridge, you’ll encounter the less populated Lower Keys, where Bahia Honda State Park lures kayakers, snorkelers, anglers, and bikers daily. On Big Pine Key, you might be able to spot a tiny Key deer in the National Key Deer Refuge or an alligator at the freshwater Blue Hole. While down here, take a snorkeling or diving trip to Looe Key Reef, where you’ll spy large coral formations, spiny lobster, and the remains of a shipwreck.

Where you choose to spend your evening depends on your budget. If you can’t afford the high dining and lodging prices at the exclusive Little Palm Island Resort & Spa, consider some of the Lower Keys’ more affordable options, from cottages on Big Pine Key to an RV park on Geiger Key.

Day 7

Head to Key West and survey its attractions aboard the Conch Tour Train. Then begin your self-guided tour on Duval Street in Old Town, where you can peruse art galleries, visit historical landmarks, and see colorful butterflies at The Key West Butterfly & Nature Conservatory. On nearby Whitehead Street, stroll among six-toed felines at the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum, view the city from atop the Key West Lighthouse, and see John James Audubon’s drawings at the Audubon House & Tropical Gardens.


  [image: Image]

  The Conch Tour Train passes by the iconic Sloppy Joe’s Bar in Key West.



Not far away, the impressive Mel Fisher Maritime Museum presents many of the treasures discovered in the famous Atocha shipwreck. Stroll to the nearby Custom House Museum, where you’ll see portraits of famous Key West residents, and take a guided tour of the Harry S. Truman Little White House. If there’s time, head to Fort Zachary Taylor Historic State Park, which offers guided tours of the 19th-century fort as well as the finest beach in town.
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	strolling along Duval Street in Key West’s Old Town
	Fort Zachary Taylor Historic State Park




Be sure to experience the daily Sunset Celebration at Mallory Square, and enjoy the plethora of nearby shops, bars, and restaurants. While you’ll find a variety of accommodations here, from low-key campgrounds to oceanfront resorts, consider staying in Old Town, which ensures easy access to Key West’s most popular activities.

Romantic Key West Getaway

Luxury, history, and revelry combine on this whimsical island, a popular place for romantic getaways. Whether you fly or drive here, you and your sweetheart will surely have a memorable weekend in Key West. Here are a few suggestions for making the most of your time while visiting the Southernmost City.

Friday

When planning your romantic getaway, book a room at one of Key West’s unique hotels, such as Eden House or the Marquesa Hotel, both of which offer deluxe accommodations and relaxing pool areas. For a stunning ocean view and access to a private beach, you might prefer a waterfront location like Southernmost on the Beach. No matter where you decide to stay, though, reservations are highly recommended, especially on weekends during the high season.

After checking into your hotel and freshening up, take a stroll to Mallory Square, where artists, musicians, acrobats, and tourists converge daily to pay homage to Key West’s gorgeous sunsets. To avoid the crowds, head to The Westin Key West Resort & Marina, where you can watch the sunset while sipping cocktails on the Sunset Deck.

Once the sun goes down, head inland for an early dinner, perhaps at Michaels Restaurant or Café Solé, two of Key West’s most intimate eateries. Afterward you can stroll along the quiet residential roads and make your way to Duval Street, a popular thoroughfare that’s rife with lively, late-night bars—plus curious shops and art galleries, some of which feature enticing window displays.

For a sensual nightcap, stop by Better Than Sex on Simonton, a bordello-style lounge and restaurant that focuses exclusively on wine, beer, coffee, and decadent desserts. Often hosting live jazz, this romantic, dimly lighted gem is usually open until midnight.

Saturday

Start the day with breakfast at the Banana Cafe, a popular French-style eatery that specializes in delectable crepes. Afterward rent a pair of bicycles from Eaton Bikes on Margaret Street (or have them delivered to you) and tour Key West at your own pace. Be sure to ride up Whitehead Street, where you can visit such tranquil places as the Audubon House & Tropical Gardens and the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum, both of which offer quiet spots to relax and gaze at the lush foliage. If you have time, stop by the Key West Lighthouse, which lies opposite the Hemingway Home, and climb the spiral staircase for an incredible view of the verdant city below.


  
  
  
    	[image: image]
    	[image: image]
  

  
    	waterfront dining in Key West’s Mallory Square
    	Lush foliage surrounds the Key West Lighthouse.
  



Pedal over to Duval Street and stroll through The Key West Butterfly & Nature Conservatory, which features a glass-enclosed habitat filled with colorful birds and butterflies. Roughly 10 blocks away lies Nancy Forrester’s Secret Garden, yet another peaceful spot to relish nature. For lunch, head to the Schooner Wharf Bar, where you can enjoy fresh seafood on a breezy upper deck overlooking the yachts and sailboats in the adjacent Historic Seaport.

Following lunch, you can either continue your biking tour through Key West or head to Key West Eco Tours or Lazy Dog, both of which offer guided kayaking trips. Sharing a two-person kayak, you and your sweetheart can wind along mangrove creeks and get an up-close look at tropical fish, aquatic birds, and other marine wonders.

For another memorable adventure, spend the evening on a sunset cruise. Among those available, Sunset Watersports Key West offers a tropical buffet and a variety of libations during the excursion. Couples will especially enjoy watching the sunset together and dancing on the lighted dance floor.

After the cruise, head back to your hotel for some much-deserved relaxation. Of course, if you’re not yet ready to call it a night, you’ll find no shortage of distractions along Duval Street, from late-night dancing at the Aqua Nightclub to clothing-optional shenanigans at the rooftop Garden of Eden.

Sunday

If you have yet to return your bicycles to Eaton Bikes, a pickup can be arranged in the morning. After checking out of the hotel, stroll to Martin’s Key West, a stylish German fusion restaurant on Duval, for brunch. Specialties include grilled bratwurst, seafood crepes, and eggs Benedict with lobster medallions. Following brunch, take a taxi or drive to Fort Zachary Taylor Historic State Park, where you can take some time to swim in the warm waters, snorkel amid colorful coral and parrotfish, and enjoy the best beach in town before heading back home.


  
    Historic Architecture
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    the pool at the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum

  

  Look for these impressive cultural landmarks in the Miami and Key West region.

  • The Art Deco District is a colorful area in Miami Beach that’s listed on the National Register of Historic Places.

  • Southwest of downtown Miami is the Vizcaya Museum & Gardens in Coconut Grove, once home to industrialist James Deering.

  • In nearby Coral Gables, explore The Biltmore Hotel, a favorite spot for politicians and celebrities since its opening in the late 1920s, and the Coral Gables Merrick House, once home to city planner George Merrick and now an excellent example of 1920s-style architecture.

  • Be sure to tour the 95-foot-tall Cape Florida Lighthouse, rebuilt in 1846 on Key Biscayne.

  • South of Marathon, visit Pigeon Key, where you can stroll among the historical buildings that once served as the base camp for bridge workers in the early 20th century.

  • In Key West, your first stop should be the Ernest Hemingway Home and Museum, built in 1851 by a marine architect and once the home of Key West’s most famous resident.

  • The Key West Lighthouse, erected in 1848, provides stunning views of the city.

  • The Audubon House & Tropical Gardens is a gorgeous home built in the 1800s by Captain John H. Geiger, a harbor pilot and master wrecker.

  • The Harry S. Truman Little White House is a breezy structure that once served as the command headquarters for the Key West Naval Station.




Underwater Journey


The ocean waters along the eastern side of the Florida Keys constitute one of the finest—and most popular—underwater diving areas in the world. Stretching the length of the 220-mile archipelago, less than six miles offshore, the continental United States’ only living coral barrier reef provides a thriving habitat for a wide array of fascinating marinelife, from sponges to kaleidoscopic fish, in waters ranging in depth from 5 to 70 feet.

Snorkelers and scuba divers—whether amateurs or aficionados—can easily spend five days exploring the historical shipwrecks, artificial reefs, and vibrant coral formations that are now protected within Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary. If you plan to experience these underwater delights, there’s no need to bring your own snorkeling gear and diving tanks; such equipment is available throughout the Keys.


  
    Get Out! Top Outdoor Adventures
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    A diver examines coral formations near the USS Spiegel Grove wreck.

  

  The unique geography of the archipelago makes it an ideal destination for outdoors enthusiasts. Boating, sailing, waterskiing, kiteboarding, windsurfing, kneeboarding, parasailing, and stand-up paddleboarding are all popular. The most sought-after diversions in the Conch Republic include snorkeling, diving, fishing, kayaking, and to a lesser extent, biking.

  BEST CORAL REEFS FOR FIRST-TIME SNORKELERS

  Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary features the world’s third largest coral barrier reef system and more than 6,000 marine species. If you’ve never snorkeled before, though, head to Key Largo’s John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park, which provides all the necessary gear and offers guided tours to shallow offshore reefs. You’ll likely spy kaleidoscopic parrotfish, brain coral, and spotted spiny lobsters.

  BEST SHIPWRECK SITE

  Besides living coral reefs, Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary encompasses an assortment of curious shipwrecks, some of which were intentionally sunk as artificial reefs. Such was the case for the USS Spiegel Grove, a 510-foot Navy transport ship that was originally launched in 1955. It was towed to the waters east of Key Largo in 2002 to become an artificial reef. Today it allows experienced divers to see encrusted artifacts as well as various sponges, coral, tropical fish, and other marine creatures.

  BEST SPORTFISHING

  Anglers make a beeline for Islamorada, the self-proclaimed “sportfishing capital of the world.” A plethora of full-service marinas, fishing charters, independent fishing guides, and boat rentals are available here. You’re almost guaranteed to catch one of the region’s many native species, from tarpon to red snapper.

  BEST KAYAKING AMID THE MANGROVES

  In the Lower Keys, from Bahia Honda Key to Key West, kayakers will find countless waterways, plenty of mangrove islands, and even opportunities for paddling in the open ocean.

  BEST BIKING

  Many hardy bikers have ventured from Key Largo to Key West, tackling U.S. 1 along the way. In addition, Key West offers several ways to rent a bicycle and take a tour. It’s simply a lovely town to while away an afternoon and absorb the sights on your own timetable.



Day 1

No matter when you plan to travel to the Florida Keys, you should reserve your accommodations in advance. For snorkelers and scuba divers, there are three ideal places: Amy Slate’s Amoray Dive Resort in Key Largo, the Looe Key Reef Resort & Dive Center on Ramrod Key, and for an unparalleled experience, Jules’ Undersea Lodge, which offers submerged quarters in Key Largo Undersea Park. Wherever you decide to stay, though, you’ll be within relatively easy driving distance of the region’s varied diving outfitters and operators.

Before checking into your hotel, make the most of the daylight hours and head to John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park, America’s first undersea park. Here you can take diving instruction, earn PADI Open Water certification, and participate in snorkeling or scuba-diving tours amid the offshore coral reefs east of Key Largo—such as Key Largo Dry Rocks, which contains the ever-popular Christ of the Abyss statue.
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  kayaking amid the mangroves of John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park



In addition to diving classes, other Key Largo-area operators, such as Horizon Divers, also offer diving trips to various reefs and wrecks. Such underwater sights include the Duane and the Bibb, two U.S. Coast Guard cutters used in World War II; the USS Spiegel Grove, a 510-foot Navy transport ship purposely sunk to create an artificial reef; and the sea caves of French Reef.

Day 2

Whether you’re staying in the Upper or Lower Keys, you should focus the second day of your trip on the waters east of Islamorada, where you’ll find an assortment of shipwrecks, wall formations, and shallow coral reefs. Through the Florida Keys Dive Center, based on the northern end of Plantation Key, you can take a diving class (if you haven’t already) and see most of the nearby underwater attractions, including Conch Wall, home to a variety of conch, barrel sponges, and rare pillar coral. While down there, you might also spy green moray eels near Davis Reef, gorgonian coral along Crocker Wall, and the wrecked El Infante, a Spanish galleon that sank in a 1733 hurricane. You can also explore Alligator Reef, site of the shipwrecked USS Alligator, and the Eagle, a 287-foot freighter that became an artificial reef in the mid-1980s.

Day 3

On the third day, you should venture into the waters east of the Middle Keys. Tilden’s Scuba Center, located in Marathon and open daily, provides classes, gear rentals, and Snuba diving, a patented, deepwater form of snorkeling. In addition, Tilden’s offers a number of snorkeling and scuba-diving excursions, even night dives. On such tours, you’re bound to see an assortment of underwater sites, including the spur-and-groove Sombrero Reef and the star, elkhorn, and brain coral of Delta Shoal. In this area, you can also survey two historical shipwrecks: the Adelaide Baker, essentially the remains of a three-masted iron-rigged ship, and the Thunderbolt, a 188-foot vessel intentionally sunk in the mid-1980s and now home to coral, sponges, and angelfish.

Day 4

To explore the offshore reefs and wrecks of the Lower Keys, consult the Looe Key Reef Resort & Dive Center, which offers scuba classes as well as three-hour snorkeling and diving trips to the spectacular, 33-acre Looe Key Reef. Named for the HMS Looe, which ran aground in 1744, this spur-and-groove network now abounds with parrotfish, turtles, eagle rays, and whale sharks. Given its varying depths, the reef is ideal for both inexperienced snorkelers and advanced divers. Through the Dive Center, you can also survey the Adolphus Busch, an upright 213-foot freighter that was purposely sunk as an artificial reef and is now home to a wide array of marine creatures, from eels to jewfish.

Day 5

On the last day of your diving adventure, head south to Key West, where you’ll find an array of vibrant coral reefs and engaging shipwrecks. While first-timers can easily snorkel in the waters near Fort Zachary Taylor Historic State Park, situated on the southern end of the island, or Dry Tortugas National Park, which lies roughly 68 miles to the west, most of the underwater attractions in this area are only accessible with the help of professional diving charters. One such local operator, Southpoint Divers, provides gear rentals, diving classes, and guided trips to two intriguing wrecks: the 187-foot Cayman Salvage Master and the 522-foot USNS General Hoyt S. Vandenberg, a former World War II troop transport ship and now the foundation for an artificial reef.

Several area operators also feature excursions to other wrecks, such as the weather-beaten Joe’s Tug, a deepwater vessel that’s home to an assortment of coral formations and marine creatures. Some of these companies even provide trips to the spur-and-groove networks of Sand Key, Rock Key, and the Western Sambo Ecological Reserve. Other nearby sites include Kedge Ledge, a patch reef that features coral-encrusted anchors from 18th-century schooners, and the Ten-Fathom Ledge, a network of caves and outcroppings that attract lobster, grouper, and sharks, among other inhabitants.


Animal Attractions

Given the varied landscapes and warm climate, it’s probably no surprise that Miami, the Everglades, and the Keys contain their share of animal attractions.

MIAMI TO THE EVERGLADES

Zoo Miami is home to more than 1,000 different plant species and 500 different animal species, including endangered creatures like the tree kangaroo and Orinoco crocodile.

At Miami Seaquarium on Biscayne Bay, you can watch entertaining sea lions and killer whales, observe friendly manatees, and swim with dolphins.

Situated between downtown Miami and South Beach, Jungle Island is another fun stop for animal lovers. See parrot shows, watch tiger and primate presentations, interact with kangaroos, and wander among alligators in the Everglades habitat.

Venture into the Everglades, where roughly a dozen airboat operators guide visitors through the “river of grass” for an up-close look at alligators, turtles, birds, and other native inhabitants. Consider Billie Swamp Safari, Everglades Safari Park, Gator Park, and Everglades Alligator Farm, which is home to more than 2,000 alligators.

KEY LARGO TO ISLAMORADA

Venturing south onto Key Largo, Dolphin Cove and Dolphins Plus present an array of year-round activities, from structured dolphin swims to trainer-for-a-day programs.

The nonprofit Florida Keys Wild Bird Center hosts a slew of native species, including woodpeckers, brown pelicans, laughing gulls, and great white herons.

Islamorada boasts two curious animal attractions. At Theater of the Sea, you can swim with dolphins and sea lions and take a snorkeling cruise to an offshore coral reef. Several miles down U.S. 1, you can also feed visiting schools of tarpon at Robbie’s of Islamorada.

MARATHON TO KEY WEST

At Hawks Cay Resort on Duck Key, Dolphin Connection allows visitors to interact with dolphins from the dock or in the water. In Marathon, the Dolphin Research Center offers a variety of educational experiences, from brief dolphin dips to daylong research programs.
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an endangered sea turtle at The Turtle Hospital



Other animal diversions include the Crane Point Museum and Nature Center, where birds congregate alongside Florida Bay, and The Turtle Hospital, where guests can take a guided tour of a sea turtle rehabilitation area.

On Big Pine Key, you can search for diminutive Key deer within the National Key Deer Refuge or look for turtles and alligators at the Blue Hole.

The Key West Butterfly & Nature Conservatory invites visitors into a vibrant, glass-enclosed habitat filled with colorful butterflies, birds, and flowering plants. In Mallory Square, the Key West Aquarium presents daily shark feedings, plus the chance to observe tarpon, parrotfish, and sea turtles.

The Florida Keys Eco-Discovery Center contains a 2,500-gallon reef tank filled with living coral and tropical fish.
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Unless you fly into the Marathon airport, arrive in Key West by plane or cruise ship, or have access to your own boat, you’ll likely reach the Keys by car or bus. Given the geography of southern Florida, you’ll have to pass through at least one of three gateway towns: Miami, Homestead, or Florida City. If you’re not in a hurry, you should take some time to explore Miami’s vibrant neighborhoods as well as the abundant foliage and serpentine waterways that define the Everglades.

While the Magic City’s assortment of attractions, restaurants, and activities could consume you for a week or more, time and budget might dictate a shorter stay. If so, you should definitely visit the cultural microcosms of Little Havana and Little Haiti, take a self-guided walking tour of the pastel-hued Art Deco District, and soak in the ambience of infamous South Beach, a terrific place to shop for trendy apparel, dine alongside celebrities in sophisticated restaurants, and party the night away at one of numerous hip bars and dance clubs. Depending on your interests and the time of your visit, you might also catch a professional sporting event—this is, after all, the home of the Miami Dolphins, Miami Marlins, Miami Heat, and Florida Panthers. Of course, you’re also not far from the coral reefs of Biscayne National Park, a favorite spot for snorkelers and scuba divers.
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Although it would be impossible to cover all of the Everglades, you can definitely get a taste of this “river of grass” by visiting Everglades National Park—an International Biosphere Reserve, a World Heritage Site, and one of America’s largest national parks. Here you can hike amid this fragile ecosystem, bike along the designated roads, or explore the marshy wonderland by kayak. Beyond the park’s borders, you can even visit an alligator farm, join an airboat tour, or take a guided canoe trip through Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park, all experiences you’ll surely never forget.



HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



M Miami-Dade Cultural Center: Centered around a pleasant courtyard area, this downtown complex invites you to browse art exhibits at the Miami Art Museum, learn about the city’s pioneers at HistoryMiami, and even peruse books about the state at the Main Library (click here).

M Little Havana: Home to many Cuban exiles and Cuban Americans, this neighborhood offers a plethora of cigar shops, authentic markets and restaurants, live music venues, art galleries, and annual events like Calle Ocho, touted as the biggest Latino street party in the country (click here).

M Art Deco District: This colorful part of the city’s famous South Beach neighborhood features an incredible collection of art deco-style buildings, which you can experience through an assortment of guided and self-guided tours (click here).

M The Biltmore Hotel: Since it opened in the 1920s, the historical, oft-photographed jewel of Coral Gables has welcomed countless politicians and celebrities. Even if you choose not to stay, dine, or play here, you have to see this architectural gem for yourself (click here).

M Everglades Alligator Farm: What began as a mere airboat ride attraction in 1982 has since become southern Florida’s oldest alligator farm. Take an airboat ride into the nearby Everglades, watch various animal shows, and stroll amid numerous alligators, crocodiles, caimans, and native snakes (click here).

M Watching Birds and Wildlife in the Everglades: Whether you explore by airboat, hike along the many trails, or simply stroll along the Big Cypress Bend Boardwalk, you’re bound to encounter wild animals, from wading great blue herons to lounging American alligators to the elusive Florida panther (click here).

M Canoeing and Kayaking in the Everglades: Sawgrass marshes, cypress swamps, and mangrove forests are ideal spots to canoe or kayak, especially if you enjoy observing or photographing wild animals (click here).




HISTORY


As evidenced by archaeological finds and the accounts of Spanish explorers in the early 1500s, the predominant tribes in this region were the Tequesta, who lived in the Biscayne Bay area near present-day Miami since at least the 1200s, and the Seminole, whose ancestors inhabited the Everglades for nearly 12,000 years. In 1513 Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de León was allegedly the first European to observe these native people, though there’s no evidence that he actually interacted with them.

After Spain claimed the Florida territory as its own, European interactions with the native peoples increased. In 1565 when taking refuge from a storm, the Spanish explorers arrived in Biscayne Bay. Although the Tequesta initially welcomed them, Tequesta life soon changed drastically. A Spanish mission was established in the Miami area in 1567, and over the ensuing decades, many of the native people died from European diseases and various battles between the Spanish, French, and British. By the mid-1700s most of the Tequesta people had either moved elsewhere or been sold into slavery by the British. Those that remained were relocated to Cuba in 1763 when Spain transferred the Florida territory to Britain. Although the Seminole were also adversely affected by the Europeans’ presence, they nonetheless managed to survive in the Everglades.

By the 1780s the United States had been formed, though Florida was once again under Spanish control. Given incidents like the First (1817-1818) and Second (1835-1842) Seminole Wars, it took some time for permanent settlements to take root, even after the Florida Territory had become part of the United States in 1821. In 1836 Fort Dallas was established in the Miami area, where it served as a military base during the Second Seminole War.

Half a century later, however, the situation was quite different. Although some visitors felt that Miami held promise as a building site, it wasn’t until Florida’s Great Freeze of 1894, when all but Miami’s crops were lost, that the settlement finally became a reality. Local citrus growers convinced Henry Flagler to extend his Florida East Coast Railway to Miami, and in July of 1896 it was officially incorporated as a city, with a population of only a few hundred. Soon afterward the city experienced a real estate boom and the population grew exponentially. Three decades later, Miami was thriving culturally and financially; it was during the 1920s, in fact, that it earned its nickname, the “Magic City.” Tourism also began to expand in the Everglades largely because of the Seminole, who made their living from homemade crafts and alligator-wrestling spectacles. The 1928 opening of the Tamiami Trail between Tampa and Miami, the first official road across the Everglades, also helped the region prosper.

By the 1930s, however, the Great Depression had descended upon southern Florida. Miami was now experiencing an economic decline because of both the statewide real estate collapse and a devastating hurricane in the 1920s. World War II saved Miami from utter despair, especially given its location along the coast, an ideal spot in the battle against German submarines. By the 1950s tourism became the dominant industry throughout southern Florida, and a desire for natural conservation and cultural preservation was beginning to take hold. Everglades National Park was the first such success, established in 1947 to conserve this fragile ecosystem (which had been harmed by years of water drainage) and to prevent further degradation of its habitats, flora, and fauna. A decade later the Seminole Tribe of Florida was officially formed, and the Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida, which separated from the Seminoles in the 1950s, was nationally recognized in 1962.

During the 1960s in the wake of Fidel Castro’s rise to power, many Cubans emigrated to Miami, establishing their own community, known as Little Havana, and thereby increasing the city’s multicultural population. In 1968 Biscayne National Monument was established north of Key Largo, eventually to become Biscayne National Park in 1980. Big Cypress National Preserve, which had long been home to the Seminole and Miccosukee Tribes, became one of the country’s first federally protected preserves in 1974.

While tourism continued to grow in the Florida Keys during the 1980s and ’90s, Miami was suffering from drug wars, hurricanes, increased crime, and scandals involving Cuban refugees. Although the refurbishment and gentrification of certain neighborhoods, such as the area south of Little Haiti, have helped to curb some of these problems, Miami is still one of the most dangerous cities in America. Nevertheless, certain industries continue to thrive here, including tourism, international trade, and international banking, and the greater metropolitan area supports roughly 5.6 million people of various ethnic and economic backgrounds.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Given its wide assortment of museums, historical structures, art and architectural districts, trendy restaurants and nightclubs, inviting beaches, animal attractions, shopping enclaves, and annual events, Miami could easily entertain you for a week or more. Experiencing the various habitats and wildlife-watching opportunities that abound in the Everglades will undoubtedly add a few more days to your trip. Even if you’ve primarily come to southern Florida to explore the Keys archipelago, try to allow yourself a little time to hit the highlights of Miami and the Everglades.

Although public transportation, taxicabs, and shuttle services are available in Miami, and several tours are offered in the Everglades, it’s best to explore this sprawling region by car. The plethora of major surface streets, state highways, and federal interstates makes it fairly easy to get around, though you should be prepared for traffic jams on weekdays and holiday weekends. Of course, when you choose to pass through the gateway areas of Miami and the Everglades will probably depend on several factors, including annual events, intended activities, or your plans for the Florida Keys. Hotel reservations are encouraged, and be prepared for pricey accommodations in the safer neighborhoods.
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It also helps to understand that, despite the weather being fairly warm and mild in Miami and the Everglades all year long, the peak tourist season typically extends from November to April. During the hot, humid summer months, you’ll often find that certain activities and establishments aren’t available (such as airplane tours in the Everglades), so always call ahead when in doubt. If you plan to visit the Everglades, it’s also helpful to remember the difference between the wet season (May-Oct.) and the dry season (Nov.-Apr.). In Big Cypress National Preserve and Everglades National Park, for example, hikers, bird-watchers, and wildlife enthusiasts might prefer the dry season when there are fewer mosquitoes, more migratory birds, and an abundance of creatures in the ponds and canals; of course, there are also larger tourist crowds at this time, too. By contrast, the wet season tends to cause increased humidity, elevated temperatures, and higher water levels, which means you’ll be less likely to spy alligators and wading birds, more likely to encounter mosquitoes, and yet able to enjoy the blooming flowers with fewer crowds.

As for safety, be aware that Miami can be a dangerous town, so always research an area or neighborhood before heading there. (Little Haiti, for example, is probably not a safe place for outsiders to explore at night.) Be aware of your surroundings at all times, especially when exploring non-touristy locations at night. If you want to experience the city’s nightlife scene, consider heading to crowded, well-lit areas like South Beach, and keep an eye on your belongings at all times. While criminal activity is also a reality in the Everglades, the more pressing dangers involve the wildlife, so take care when exploring this vast wilderness and refrain from approaching any wild animals, no matter how docile those lounging alligators might appear to be.

For more information about this region, consult the Greater Miami Convention & Visitors Bureau (GMCVB, 701 Brickell Ave., Ste. 2700, Miami, 305/539-3000 or 800/933-8448, www.miamiandbeaches.com, 8:30am-6pm Mon.-Fri.) and the Naples, Marco Island, Everglades Convention & Visitors Bureau (2800 N. Horseshoe Dr., Naples, 239/225-1013 or 800/688-3600, www.paradisecoast.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.).

ORIENTATION

As big cities go, Miami isn’t too hard to traverse by car or public transportation. Several major highways and interstates, such as U.S. 1, U.S. 27, U.S. 41, I-75, and I-95, link other Florida cities to Miami, and for the most part, all roads lead to the ocean. From downtown Miami, you can head north on I-95 or Biscayne Boulevard (U.S. 1) to reach North Miami, take U.S. 1 South or various surface streets to access Coconut Grove and Coral Gables, use I-195 or I-395 to cross Biscayne Bay toward Miami Beach, and hop on the Tamiami Trail (U.S. 41) to experience Little Havana and, farther west, the Everglades.

Of course, if you’re planning to explore the Everglades, it’s helpful to know how to reach the main towns. To reach Everglades City from Naples, for example, head east for 32 miles on U.S. 41, turn south on CR-29, and continue for roughly four miles. From downtown Miami, you can reach the same turnoff for Everglades City by taking I-95 North to SR-836 West (Dolphin Expy.), continuing west for about 10 miles, heading south on Florida’s Turnpike (SR-821 S), merging onto the Tamiami Trail, and continuing west for roughly 65 miles. The gateway cities to the Florida Keys, Homestead and Florida City, are also easily accessible from the Miami area. Homestead lies about 26 miles southwest of downtown Miami via I-95 South and U.S. 1, and Florida City lies roughly 30 miles southwest of downtown Miami via I-95 South, U.S. 1, and Florida’s Turnpike (SR-821 S). Tolls apply on certain portions of Florida’s Turnpike.
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Sights


DOWNTOWN MIAMI

M Miami-Dade Cultural Center

Centered around a pleasant courtyard area, where people often relax, eat, and read, the Miami-Dade Cultural Center (101 W. Flagler St., Miami) is essentially a complex of separate buildings that feature engrossing exhibits. The Miami Art Museum (MAM, 305/375-3000, www.miamiartmuseum.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun., $8 adults, $4 seniors, free for children under 12 and students), for instance, houses more than 500 pieces of multicultural artwork from the 20th and 21st centuries. Founded in 1996, MAM presents the varied creations of contemporary artists like Cuban-born painter and sculptor Carlos Alfonzo, Dutch portrait photographer Rineke Dijkstra, and American sculptor and textile artist Ann Hamilton. In the museum lobby, you’ll also find a curious gift shop (305/375-1729) that features a wide selection of art books, unique jewelry, gorgeous stationery, visionary home and office furnishings, clever toys, and children’s books.

This is just the tip of what awaits art lovers. By December 2013 the 200,000-square-foot Pérez Art Museum Miami (PAMM), part of a planned 29-acre Museum Park overlooking Biscayne Bay in downtown Miami, will heighten MAM’s role as a “gateway between continents and cultures.” This new park, which will replace the current Bicentennial Park, will also include public gardens, sculpture installations, and by 2015, the Patricia and Phillip Frost Museum of Science.
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the Miami Art Museum

In addition to the current MAM, visitors to the Miami-Dade Cultural Center can peruse the various departments of the Main Library (305/375-2665, www.mdpls.org, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., free), featuring a specialized Florida Department that contains an extensive collection of rare books, documents, and photographs about the Sunshine State, including Miami’s history from pioneer days to the present. Nearby you can learn about the city’s pioneers at HistoryMiami (305/375-1492, www.historymiami.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun., $8 adults, $7 seniors and students, $5 children 6-12, free for children under 6), which presents a permanent exhibit called Tropical Dreams: A People’s History of South Florida as well as several temporary displays about the region’s rich history that cover everything from infamous Prohibition-era gangsters to the drug wars of the 1980s to the multifaceted experiences of Miami adolescents since World War II.
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Bayfront Park

About five blocks east of the Miami-Dade Cultural Center, alongside Biscayne Bay, lies the 32-acre Bayfront Park (301 N. Biscayne Blvd., Miami, 305/358-7550, www.bayfrontparkmiami.com, sunrise-sunset daily, no entrance fee though some activity and event fees apply), a well-landscaped municipal park that was created in the early 1920s and redesigned in the early 1980s by American sculptor Isamu Noguchi. Features include a sandy beach, a playground, a cascading fountain, a tropical rock garden and waterfall, and a variety of monuments and sculptures, including the Challenger Monument, a white, metal, 100-foot pipe tower that is dedicated to the memory of the Challenger astronauts. Containing two performance venues, the Klipsch Amphitheater and the Tina Hills Pavilion, Bayfront Park is host to numerous concerts, events, and other diversions, such as food trucks, trapeze lessons, and free yoga classes. The park offers both valet and self parking; in addition, several public parking lots are available in the area.

Wynwood Arts District

Given that Miami is home to a thriving community of artists, designers, and collectors, it’s no surprise that you’ll find several arts districts here. One of the largest is the Wynwood Arts District (www.wynwoodmiami.com), which is roughly bordered by 20th Street, 6th Avenue, 36th Street, and 2nd Avenue. The district has well over 70 galleries, studios, stores, bars, and restaurants all within walking distance. Highlights include Gallery Diet (174 NW 23rd St., Miami, 305/571-2288, www.gallerydiet.com, 11am-5pm Tues.-Sat.), representing a small group of emerging and midcareer artists, and Miami Art Space (MAS, 244 NW 35th St., Miami, 305/438-9002, www.miamiartspace.com, 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri.), which contains contemporary art exhibits inside and out.

M Little Havana
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a heated domino match in Little Havana

Home to many Cuban exiles and Cuban Americans since the 1960s, Little Havana (www.littlehavanaguide.com) lies just west of downtown Miami. A predominantly Latino neighborhood, La Pequeña Habana offers a plethora of cigar shops, quiet parks, authentic markets and restaurants, live music venues, art galleries, and annual events like Carnaval Miami, which takes place in March and features Calle Ocho, touted as the biggest Latino street party in the country. To experience the unique vibe of this ethnic enclave, you should simply stroll along the major streets, such as Calle Ocho (SW 8th St., Miami) and Cuban Memorial Boulevard (SW 13th Ave., Miami), taking note of various monuments, such as a memorial plaque of Cuba, the bust of Cuban poet and revolutionary José Martí, and the black obelisk dedicated to those who perished during the Bay of Pigs Invasion. In Little Havana, you’ll also encounter places like Maximo Gomez Park (801 SW 15th Ave., Miami, 8am-8pm daily), named after a Cuban revolutionary who fought against Spanish oppression in the late 1800s. Affectionately known as Domino Park, this small meeting place is often filled with old-timers playing friendly, if competitive, rounds of chess or dominoes.

SOUTH BEACH

M Art Deco District

East of downtown Miami lies Miami Beach, an incorporated city and part of a barrier island that’s linked to the mainland by four causeways: MacArthur (SR-A1A), Venetian, Julia Tuttle (I-195), and John F. Kennedy (SR-934). Surely the most famous portion of this island is the southern part, known as South Beach, where you’ll encounter one of the most celebrated architectural districts in southern Florida. Officially listed as the Miami Beach Architectural District on the National Register of Historic Places, the colorful Art Deco District features an incredible collection of art deco-style buildings, roughly bounded by Alton Road, Dade Boulevard, the Atlantic Ocean, and 6th Street.

The best way to experience this historical neighborhood is with a walking, biking, or Segway tour, whether self-guided or otherwise. First-timers may especially appreciate the 90-minute walking tour (10:30am Fri.-Wed., 10:30am and 6:30pm Thurs., $20 adults, $15 seniors, students, and military veterans) that the Miami Design Preservation League (MDPL, Art Deco Welcome Center, 1001 Ocean Dr., 2nd Fl., Miami Beach, 305/672-2014, www.mdpl.org) offers daily. Departing from the Art Deco Gift Shop (1001 Ocean Dr., Miami Beach, 305/531-3484, 9:30am-7pm daily), this guided stroll explores hotels, restaurants, and other commercial structures, providing an introduction to the art deco, Mediterranean Revival, and Miami Modern (MiMo) styles found within this important district. Reservations are not required for this tour. As an alternative, the MDPL features a 90-minute self-guided tour ($15 pp) of the area. Using a rented iPod and an accompanying map, you can learn about the district’s architectural history at your own pace. This tour (with commentary in English, Spanish, French, or German) is available from the Art Deco Gift Shop (9:30am-5pm daily).

No matter which tour you choose, you can easily reach South Beach by public bus or private vehicle. If you drive yourself, you’ll find plenty of parking garages and metered street parking here ($1.25 hourly).

Museums and Memorials

Beyond its art deco splendor, South Beach contains several curious museums and memorials. Near the southern end of the island, you’ll encounter the spacious Jewish Museum of Florida–FIU (301 Washington Ave., Miami Beach, 305/672-5044, www.jmof.fiu.edu, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., $12 families, $6 adults, $5 seniors and students, free for children under 6), including two former synagogues, one erected in 1929 and the other in 1936. Both synagogues are listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and together, they boast an extensive collection of photographs, documents, and artifacts that illustrate the Jewish experience in the Sunshine State. Three informative films are also available: Synagogue to Museum, which presents Florida’s Jewish history as well as the museum’s history; Jewish Settlement in Florida, which explores four diverse Jewish families; and L’Chaim: To Life, which depicts Jewish traditions, including holiday cycles. Admission is free for all visitors on Saturday, though the on-site Bessie’s Bistro is closed that day in observance of Shabbat. The entire museum complex is closed on Monday as well as on national and Jewish holidays.



LITTLE HAITI
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shopping options in Little Haiti



North of downtown Miami lies a curious place, the city’s traditional center of Haitian Creole and Francophone culture–and the largest Haitian community outside of Haiti. Bordered by Little River to the north, Northeast 2nd Avenue to the east, Northeast 54th Street to the south, and North Miami Avenue to the west, this neighborhood has long been known as La Petite Haïti, or Little Haiti–and, traditionally, as Lemon City. Over the years, the people of Little Haiti have fluctuated between middle and lower class, and although crime does exist here today and the residents might look at you skeptically, this unique area is definitely worth visiting–if only in the daytime. Here you can gaze at multicolored facades, listen to snippets of Creole, visit fascinating art and voodoo shops, and of course, enjoy spicy authentic cuisine at eateries like the longstanding Chez Le Bebe Restaurant (114 NE 54th St., Miami, 305/751-7639, www.chezlebebe.com, 8am-midnight daily, $4-12), where you’ll find inexpensive delicacies like tasso (fried goat), griot (fried pork), and mais (grits). While eating, you might even learn a few Creole expressions, such as souple (please) and mesi (thank you), though the staff here isn’t always so polite.

Not quite the ethnic enclave that Little Havana purports to be, Little Haiti has suffered culturally in recent years from the gentrification of the district itself as well as surrounding neighborhoods. Near the southern part of Little Haiti, for instance, lies the trendy Miami Design District (305/722-7100, www.miamidesigndistrict.net), an 18-block section featuring more than 120 art galleries, restaurants, bars, and showrooms filled with designer fashions, furnishings, lighting fixtures, kitchen and bathroom products, wall and floor materials, and fine rugs. Situated between Northeast 37th Street, Biscayne Boulevard, Northeast 42nd Street, and North Miami Avenue, the stylish design district, which has plans to expand, is certainly worthy of a daylong stroll, though it’s obviously a world away from the heart of La Petite Haïti.
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the Art Deco District in South Beach

The Wolfsonian–Florida International University (1001 Washington Ave., Miami Beach, 305/531-1001, www.wolfsonian.org, noon-6pm Thurs. and Sat.-Tues., noon-9pm Fri., $7 adults, $5 seniors, students, and children 6-12, free for children under 6), a wheelchair-accessible design museum in the heart of the Art Deco District, houses an intriguing collection of roughly 120,000 objects from the modern era (1885-1945), all of which demonstrate how art and design influence and reflect the human experience. Admission is free for the students, faculty, and staff of Florida’s state universities—and for everyone after 6pm on Friday.

Another repository worth visiting is the World Erotic Art Museum (WEAM) (1205 Washington Ave., Miami Beach, 305/532-9336 or 866/969-9326, www.weam.com, 11am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-midnight Fri.-Sun., $15 adults, $14 seniors over 60, $13.50 students 18 and over), which is two blocks north of The Wolfsonian. Home to the continent’s largest collection of erotic art, the 12,000-square-foot museum includes everything from Lady Godiva depictions to Indonesian and Caribbean artifacts, plus erotic chessboards, pin-up illustrations, gay photography, fetish artwork, and Picasso paintings, among other exhibits. Visitors to the WEAM will encounter 20 separate rooms, all part of a fascinating yet tasteful timeline of erotica, or the “art of love.” The on-site gift shop contains an array of engaging erotic books, postcards, and posters. Not surprisingly, visitors must be 18 years or older to enter the museum.

Just south of Dade Boulevard, you’ll encounter the Holocaust Memorial of the Greater Miami Jewish Federation (1933-1945 Meridian Ave., Miami Beach, 305/538-1663, www.holocaustmmb.org, 9am-sunset daily, free), erected to honor the six million Jews who perished during the infamous Holocaust. Constructed over a four-year period and dedicated in February 1990, the memorial features a reflecting pool; a black granite wall presenting the history of the Holocaust (1933-1945) through text, pictures, and maps; and a narrow passage highlighting the most infamous death camps. From there visitors enter a large circular plaza paved in Jerusalem stone, surrounded by a high, black granite wall and featuring a 42-foot-high bronze sculpture composed of nearly 100 anguished figures. This engaging yet heart-wrenching tour culminates with the Memorial Wall, an ever-growing etched list of names, representing a multitude of fallen children, parents, and grandparents.



MODERN ART
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MOCA North Miami



After visiting the sights of South Beach, including the Art Deco District, art lovers should take a quick detour to North Miami, where you’ll find the Museum of Contemporary Art North Miami (MOCA, Joan Lehman Bldg., 770 NE 125th St., 305/893-6211, www.mocanomi.org, 11am-5pm Tues. and Thurs.-Sat., 1pm-9pm Wed., noon-5pm Sun., $5 adults, $3 seniors and students, free for children under 12, military veterans, city employees, and North Miami residents). Known worldwide for its ability to establish new trends in contemporary art, MOCA houses a permanent collection of roughly 600 pieces of cutting-edge sculptures, paintings, photographs, videos, and multimedia creations from emerging and established artists, such as photographer Melanie Schiff and sculptor Dennis Oppenheim.

In addition to its impressive collection, MOCA, which has plans to expand its exhibition space threefold, also presents lectures, workshops, screenings, concerts, performances, and mind-bending temporary installations from the likes of Roy Lichtenstein, Keith Haring, and other innovators. If you’re in town on the last Friday of the month, be sure to stop by for Jazz at MOCA from 7 to 10pm, and don’t forget to visit the on-site gift shop, open during museum hours with one of the city’s best selections of contemporary art books, imaginative jewelry, eye-popping designs, and other unique items. Just be advised that, given its currently limited space, MOCA must typically close during the installation of a new exhibition, so always call ahead before visiting.



Not far away from the Holocaust Memorial lies yet another art repository, the Bass Museum of Art (2100 Collins Ave., Miami Beach, 305/673-7530, www.bassmuseum.org, noon-5pm Wed.-Sun., $8 adults, $6 seniors, students, and children 6-17, free for children under 6), which contains an enormous selection of European, Asian, North American, Latin American, and Caribbean paintings, sculptures, textiles, and photographs from the 15th through the 21st centuries, including the work of Peter Paul Rubens and Benjamin West. It has temporary art exhibits as well as a relatively new Egyptian gallery that includes an authentic mummy and sarcophagus. Free docent tours are available, and an on-site gift shop offers a curious selection of folk art, local jewelry, unique decorative items, educational toys, and art and photography books, plus a snack bar with free wireless Internet access.

Gardens and Beaches
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a lifeguard stand on Lummus Park Beach

Not far from the Holocaust Memorial on Meridian Avenue lies the Miami Beach Botanical Garden (2000 Convention Center Dr., Miami Beach, 305/673-7256, www.mbgarden.org, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun., free), a 4.5-acre greenspace that invites visitors to relax amid vibrant orchids, tropical plants, and Japanese-style foliage. For a sandier landscape, consider visiting one of the many beaches that line the ocean side of this barrier island, including Lummus Park Beach (305/673-7730, sunrise-sunset daily, free), the main public beach in South Beach. Lying just east of the Art Deco District, this white sandy stretch extends alongside Ocean Drive between 5th and 15th Streets. Favored among teenagers, families, tourists, and celebrities alike, this often-photographed beach is popular for swimming, sunbathing, and people watching. Amenities include public restrooms, volleyball courts, beach chair rentals ($10 daily), umbrella rentals ($12 daily), and of course, warm, clear ocean waters. If you’re bringing the kids, though, keep in mind that topless sunbathing is common here.
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parrots at Jungle Island

Watson Island

En route from South Beach to downtown Miami via the MacArthur Causeway, you’ll cross Watson Island in Biscayne Bay, which has two family-friendly attractions. On one side of the road lies Jungle Island (1111 Parrot Jungle Trl., Miami, 305/400-7000, www.jungleisland.com, 10am-5pm daily, $35 adults, $33 seniors 62 and over, $27 children 3-10, free for children under 3), where visitors can see parrot shows, view the antics of kangaroos and penguins, watch tiger and primate presentations, feed various birds, and wander among the alligators in an Everglades habitat. Other activities include strolling through a lush greenhouse and relaxing on a private beach. With proper identification, all military personnel and veterans, firefighters, and law enforcement officers receive free admission year-round.

On the opposite side of the road, the wheelchair-accessible Miami Children’s Museum (MCM, 980 MacArthur Cswy., Miami, 305/373-5437, www.miamichildrensmuseum.org, 10am-6pm daily, $16 adults and children, $12 Florida residents, free for children under 1 and military personnel) lures visitors with an array of interactive exhibits that allow children to operate a crane and navigate a cruise ship at Port of Miami, play in a world music studio, steer a fire truck, explore the Everglades, peer inside a 900-gallon marine tank, and learn how to take better care of themselves and their pets. Other exhibits feature the inner workings of a bank, a supermarket, and a television studio.

COCONUT GROVE

Situated southwest of downtown Miami, Coconut Grove is a favored shopping and dining destination that also boasts three winning attractions. From the downtown area, the first one you’ll encounter is the Miami Science Museum (3280 S. Miami Ave., Miami, 305/646-4200, www.miamisci.org, 10am-6pm daily, $15 adults, $11 seniors 62 and over, students, and children 3-12, $13 Miami-Dade County adults, $9 Miami-Dade County seniors 62 and over, students, and children 3-12, free for children under 3), which features intriguing temporary exhibits, permanent interactive displays like the human yo-yo and the energy-capturing dance floor, and educational shows in the on-site wildlife center and planetarium.

Not far away lies the stunning Vizcaya Museum & Gardens (3251 S. Miami Ave., Miami, 305/250-9133, www.vizcayamuseum.org, 9:30am-4:30pm Wed.-Mon., $15 adults, $10 seniors 62 and over and students, $6 children 6-12, free for children under 6), an expansive property that served as the winter residence of American industrialist James Deering (vice president of an agricultural equipment company) from 1916 until his death in 1925. Construction on the Italian Renaissance-style mansion, which was intended to look like a 400-year-old estate that had been occupied and renovated by several familial generations, began in 1914 and continued until 1923. During this time, more than 1,000 European and Caribbean laborers and craftsmen worked on the 180-acre complex that included the house, the formal gardens, a farm, and several service facilities. Two hurricanes, one in 1926 and another in 1935, caused extensive damage to the house and surrounding grounds, and eventually most of the land was sold for development. In 1952, however, Deering’s heirs sold the main house and formal gardens to the county and later donated the estate’s substantial artwork and furnishings with the condition that Vizcaya be forever used as a public museum.
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the Vizcaya Museum & Gardens, Coconut Grove

Today the house features 34 uniquely decorated rooms, with antique furnishings and art objects from the 15th through the 19th centuries. Although the architectural design once permitted the free flow of breezes through the open courtyard, the house now features a glass-enclosed courtyard and a system for climate and humidity control to better preserve the building and contents. The gardens, meanwhile, blend elements of French and Italian Renaissance designs, including fountains, statuary, and a central pool. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places since 1970, the museum welcomes visitors on narrated or self-guided tours of the opulent house, elaborate gardens, and impressive orchidarium. Audio tours ($5) are available, as are guidebooks ($3) in both English and Spanish. A café overlooks the historical swimming pool and serves sandwiches, salads, and desserts. A gift shop offers books, postcards, and jewelry, among other items. The facilities here are wheelchair-accessible, and the parking is free.

Farther south, alongside Biscayne Bay, The Barnacle Historic State Park (3485 Main Hwy., Coconut Grove, 305/442-6866, www.floridastateparks.org/thebarnacle, 9am-5pm Fri.-Mon., $2 pp) preserves the former home and grounds of Ralph Middleton Munroe, a sailboat designer, civic activist, naturalist, author, and photographer who was also one of Coconut Grove’s most influential trailblazers. Built in 1891, the colorful, Caribbean-style house was inspired, especially throughout the interior, by sturdy hurricane-resistant boat designs. With a lower porch and upper balcony, the building also takes advantage of the peaceful bayside views. Although you’re free to stroll through the home as well as the surrounding tropical hardwood hammock and nearby boathouse, tours (10am, 11:30am, 1pm, and 2:30pm Fri.-Mon., $3 adults, $1 children 6-12, free for children under 6) are also available for an extra fee and are usually 45 minutes long. In addition, the park is open on Wednesday and Thursday for group tours if arranged in advance. No matter the season, this park is an excellent place for picnics and bird-watching opportunities. Just remember that entrance fees must be placed in the honor box, and correct change is required.

CORAL GABLES

M The Biltmore Hotel

Founded by George Merrick in the 1920s, the lovely community of Coral Gables is now home to the University of Miami and the historical Biltmore Hotel (1200 Anastasia Ave., Coral Gables, 855/454-0196, www.biltmorehotel.com), designed in 1924 by renowned architect Leonard Schultze and developer S. Fullerton Weaver and now serves as a monument to Italian, Moorish, and Spanish architectural styles. After officially opening in January of 1926, the oft-photographed jewel of Coral Gables welcomed countless movie stars, politicians, and other celebrities in its early years, including Judy Garland, Bing Crosby, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Al Capone. World War II altered the property’s fortunes, though, and from 1942 to 1968, The Biltmore served as a military hospital. After much lobbying by Coral Gables officials and city residents, The Biltmore was acquired by the city in 1973 and remained vacant for a full decade until an extensive four-year restoration returned the resort to its former glory. Three years later, the hotel closed in the midst of the county’s economic downturn, only to be bought and fully restored by a private corporation. In 1996 the federal government finally declared The Biltmore a National Historic Landmark, ensuring its well-deserved preservation. So even if you choose not to stay overnight, play golf or tennis here, dine in the Palme d’Or or Fontana restaurants, or enjoy a massage in the world-class spa—you simply must see this architectural gem for yourself. Free guided tours of The Biltmore are available on Sunday at 1:30pm, 2:30pm, and 3:30pm.

Other Attractions

Several blocks north of The Biltmore Hotel, you can visit the Coral Gables Merrick House and Gardens (907 Coral Way, Coral Gables, 305/460-5361, www.coralgables.com, 1pm-4pm Wed. and Sun., $5 adults, $3 seniors and students, $1 children 6-12, free for children under 6), which was once the home of city planner George Merrick and now listed in the National Register of Historic Places. Originally part of William and Sarah Gregory’s 160-acre homestead, this property was acquired, sight unseen, by Reverend Solomon G. Merrick, who hoped to relocate his wife, Althea, and their children from the harsh climate of Massachusetts to the sunny Miami area. Solomon and his eldest son, George, preceded the rest of the family in order to cultivate the rocky, untamed land. By January 1900, Althea and the other children had arrived, and the immensely hard work continued. In fact, the Merrick men were forced to enlist the help of Bahamian workers from Coconut Grove in order to replace the pine palmetto with grapefruit trees.

By 1906, however, the groves had begun to flourish, and the family had successfully expanded their small wooden cottage into a spacious, New England-style home. Despite George’s college education and career goals of becoming a lawyer, his father’s death in 1911 forced him to return to his family’s Coral Gables Plantation, where, by the 1920s, he’d begun to envision a Mediterranean-style city with wide boulevards and lush landscaping. Eventually, George’s vision became a reality when the City of Coral Gables was incorporated in 1925. Unfortunately, a 1926 hurricane stalled the city’s momentum, and in an effort to save his new town, George lost all of his family’s fortune except for the original house, where Althea continued to live with her daughter Ethel. In 1935 the house became an inn called Merrick Manor, and following Althea’s death two years later, Ethel operated it until she passed away in 1961. By 1976 the City of Coral Gables purchased the house and restored it to its 1925 appearance. Today as part of the admission price, visitors can take a 45-minute tour (1pm, 2pm, and 3pm Wed. and Sun.) of the historical house, which contains much of the Merrick family’s artwork, photographs, furniture, and personal treasures, offering an outstanding look at the early days of Coral Gables.
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Naturally, on particularly hot days, many tourists venture to the nearby Venetian Pool (2701 De Soto Blvd., Coral Gables, 305/460-5306, www.coralgablesvenetianpool.com, 10am-4:30pm Tues.-Sun., $10.50 adults, $6 children 3-12, $3.75-4.75 Coral Gables residents), a tranquil coral rock lagoon designed by Coral Gables’ founding father George Merrick, opened in 1923, and now listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Encircled by brilliant bougainvillea, coconut palms, and twin observation towers, the Venetian Pool is worth a photo stop, even if you don’t take a dip. Unfortunately, children under the age of three are not allowed here. Operating hours can vary seasonally and the pool is closed on major holidays.

South of The Biltmore lies the University of Miami campus, where the Lowe Art Museum (1301 Stanford Dr., Coral Gables, 305/284-3535, www6.miami.edu/lowe, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun., $10 adults, $5 seniors and students, free for children under 12 and University of Miami students, faculty, and staff) features a wide assortment of paintings, sculptures, and photography representing Greco-Roman, European, American, Asian, African, Pacific, and Latin American cultures. Founded in 1952, the museum also encompasses the relatively new Myrna and Sheldon Palley Pavilion for Contemporary Glass and Studio Arts, which, as the name indicates, presents an impressive collection of contemporary glasswork, ceramics, and fiber art. The museum is accessible via the University stop on the Metrorail and also has a metered parking lot.

The scenic Matheson Hammock County Park (9610 Old Cutler Rd., Miami, 305/665-5475, www.miamidade.gov, sunrise-sunset daily, $5-6 automobiles, $15 recreational vehicles, $12-15 boat trailers) lures visitors to Biscayne Bay, where they can enjoy an artificially constructed pool, a breezy beach, a full-service marina and restaurant, picnic pavilions, and nature trails. Another lovely oasis is the Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden (10901 Old Cutler Rd., Coral Gables, 305/667-1651, www.fairchildgarden.org, 7:30am-4:30pm daily, $25 adults, $18 seniors 65 and over, $12 children 6-17, free for children under 6), an 83-acre property opened in 1938 that now nurtures an extensive collection of rare tropical plants, including palms, cycads, vines, succulents, and flowering trees.

KEY BISCAYNE

East of Coconut Grove and Coral Gables lies Key Biscayne, a barrier island in Biscayne Bay, accessible via the Rickenbacker Causeway. En route to Key Biscayne, you’ll encounter Virginia Key, where the 38-acre Miami Seaquarium (4400 Rickenbacker Cswy., Key Biscayne, 305/361-5705 or 305/365-2501, www.miamiseaquarium.com, 9:30am-6pm daily, $40 adults, $30 children 3-9, free for children under 3, $8 parking) invites visitors to watch entertaining killer whales, dolphins, and sea lions, observe friendly manatees, and view shark feedings. There are several snack bars and gift shops throughout the park. For an extra fee, you can even experience an up-close animal encounter. Such programs include the Dolphin Odyssey ($199 participants, $45 observers 10 and over, $36 observers 3-9, free for observers under 3), an intimate chance to touch, feed, train, and ride a dolphin; the Dolphin Encounter ($139 participants, $99 children 5-9, $45 adult observers, $36 observers 3-9, free for observers under 3), a shallow-water opportunity to touch, feed, and play with the dolphins; the Sea Trek Reef Encounter ($99 participants, $40 adult observers, $30 observers 3-9, free for observers under 3), a 20-minute underwater walking journey through a 300,000-gallon tropical reef; and the Seal Swim ($139 participants, $99 children 5-9, $40 adult observers, $30 observers 3-9, free for observers under 3), an occasion to swim alongside harbor seals in both shallow and deep water. Some programs have height and age restrictions.
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a killer whale show at the Miami Seaquarium on Virginia Key

On Key Biscayne, you’ll encounter two lovely recreation areas. The first is Crandon Park (6747 Crandon Blvd., Key Biscayne, 305/361-5421, www.miamidade.gov, sunrise-sunset daily, $5-6 vehicles, activity fees apply), a former coconut plantation that now features a golf course, a marina, tennis courts, nature trails, kayak and cabana rentals, guided tram tours, an amusement area, and the Crandon Park Visitor and Nature Center (8am-4pm daily). Visitors here can explore a variety of ecosystems, including coastal dunes, mangrove forests, tropical hardwood hammocks, and seagrass beds. Kayaking is an especially rewarding activity, as it affords you a leisurely, ecofriendly way to observe wading birds, raptors, sea turtles, and other marine creatures. Many visitors come for the gorgeous two-mile beach, which offers concession stands, picnic areas, several lifeguard towers, and plenty of parking. The beach, marina, tennis center, amusement area, nature center, gardens, and cabanas are all wheelchair-accessible.

At the southern end of Key Biscayne lies Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park (1200 S. Crandon Blvd., Key Biscayne, 305/361-5811, www.floridastateparks.org/capeflorida, 8am-sunset daily, $8 vehicles with 2-8 passengers and day-use boaters, $4 motorcycles and single-occupant vehicles, $2 pedestrians, bikers, and extra passengers), home to the historical 95-foot-tall Cape Florida Lighthouse, a whitewashed conical tower built in 1825, reconstructed in 1846, and now considered the oldest standing structure in Miami-Dade County. The photogenic lighthouse grounds, which lie at the southern tip of Key Biscayne, are open from 9am to 5pm Thursday-Monday. You can watch a video presentation in the former cookhouse, view cultural displays about early island life in the lighthouse keeper’s cottage, and visit the gift shop. Free guided tours of the lighthouse are offered at 10am and 1pm Thursday-Monday, though it’s best to call the administrative offices (305/361-8779, 8:30am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri.) in advance, just in case a school group has reserved a tour. Be prepared to climb 109 steps in all, which can be a strenuous trek for some—though well worth the panoramic views, in spite of the cramped observation area. Unfortunately, and rather arbitrarily, children under 8 are not allowed to reach the top.

The park also features a 1.25-mile beach, and popular activities here consist of biking, kayaking, sunbathing, swimming, shoreline fishing, and overnight boat camping. Other amenities include picnic pavilions ($100-150 daily), bicycle rentals ($3-15 per half hour, $5-25 hourly), beach chair rentals ($7), beach umbrella rentals ($10), kayak and hydro-bike rentals ($20-30 hourly), a primitive campground ($1-6 pp nightly), and two restaurants: the Boater’s Grill (305/361-0080, www.lighthouserestaurants.com, 9am-sunset daily, $4-42) and the Lighthouse Cafe (305/361-8487, www.lighthouserestaurants.com, 9am-sunset daily, $2-38). Although leashed pets are allowed in the park, they are not permitted on the beach or playground, near the wetlands, within the lighthouse compound, or inside the restaurants.

SOUTHERN MIAMI

Even the southern suburbs contain a few interesting attractions. Beside Biscayne Bay, for instance, the 444-acre Deering Estate at Cutler (16701 SW 72nd Ave., Miami, 305/235-1668, www.deeringestate.com, 10am-5pm daily, $12 adults, $7 children 4-14, free for children under 4) invites visitors to take daily nature tours of several protected habitats, including pine rocklands, tropical hardwood hammocks, salt marshes, and mangrove forests. In addition, the 1920s-era, Mediterranean Revival-style mansion, nicknamed the “Stone House,” was once the home of Charles Deering—a wealthy Chicago industrialist, environmental preservationist, dedicated philanthropist, avid art collector, and amateur artist. It now boasts a fine collection of antique furniture, chandeliers, and other furnishings, plus several pieces of artwork, such as family portraits as well as paintings like Ash Wednesday Procession in Barcelona, one of several works that Deering commissioned from Spanish artist Ramon Casas in the early 1900s. During your tour of the house, which is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, you’ll also spy some of Deering’s original volumes, such as classic novels by Cervantes, Chaucer, Dickens, Kipling, and Melville, plus a two-volume 1800 edition of Henry Fielding’s The History of Tom Jones.
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a white Bengal tiger lounging at Zoo Miami

For a completely different experience, head west to Zoo Miami (12400 SW 152nd St., Miami, 305/251-0400, www.miamimetrozoo.com, 9:30am-5:30pm daily, $16 adults, $12 seniors 65 and over and children 3-12, $8 military personnel, free for children under 3), home to more than 1,000 different plant species and 500 different animal species, including endangered creatures like the tree kangaroo and Orinoco crocodile. Here visitors can stroll through a children’s zoo, learn about the links between birds and dinosaurs in the American Bankers Family Aviary, explore the relatively new, 27-acre Amazon & Beyond exhibit, and take a narrated safari tram tour (11am-4pm daily, $5 pp) through the Asian or African habitat. All trams and the zoo’s monorail system ($3 pp) are wheelchair-accessible, and luckily, visitors can rent both strollers ($8-10) and wheelchairs ($8-30) here, with a required deposit.


BOAT TOURS


If you’re a first-time visitor to the Miami area, consider taking a sightseeing boat tour of the city’s coastline and lovely Biscayne Bay. One such option is Island Queen Cruises (401 Biscayne Blvd., Miami, 305/379-5119 or 800/910-5119, www.islandqueencruises.com, times vary daily, $17-69 adults, $12-25 children), based out of the Bayside Marketplace and offering a variety of excursions, including party fishing cruises, dance cruises, and speedboat cruises past “Millionaire’s Row.” Another option is Duck Tours South Beach (1661 James Ave., Miami Beach, 305/673-2217, www.ducktourssouthbeach.com, times vary daily, $32 adults, $26 seniors 65 and over, $18 children 4-12, $5 children under 4), featuring 90-minute narrated tours on amphibious vehicles that lead you past famous Miami landmarks before launching into Biscayne Bay. Duck Tours also has locations in downtown Miami and Fort Lauderdale.

Entertainment and Events

NIGHTLIFE

Miami is celebrated around the world for many reasons, not the least of which is its sultry nightlife. After all, this is a town that lures the young, wealthy, and beautiful, many of whom celebrate to excess at the city’s numerous bars and dance clubs, where 24-hour liquor licenses are not unheard of. If you, too, hope to live it up in the Magic City, you surely won’t run out of options any time soon.

In downtown Miami, for instance, you’ll encounter Tobacco Road (626 S. Miami Ave., Miami, 305/374-1198, www.tobacco-road.com, 11:30am-5am daily, cover varies), which has been open since 1912 and once served as a speakeasy during Prohibition. These days the city’s oldest bar and restaurant features live jazz and blues, plus a tasty menu.

For the quintessential Miami dance club experience, head north toward I-395 where Club Space (34 NE 11th St., Miami, 305/375-0001 or 786/357-6456, www.clubspace.com, 11pm-2pm Thurs.-Sat., cover varies), a multistory vintage warehouse, lures countless revelers nightly. Just be forewarned that drink prices and valet parking fees are high here, and you’ll likely find it easier to breach the velvet ropes if you’re attractive, well dressed, and female.

In nearby Coconut Grove, the Miami Improv (3390 Mary St., Miami, 305/441-8200, www.miamiimprov.com, show times and ticket prices vary) features an ever-evolving lineup of stand-up comedy routines. Meanwhile, at John Martin’s Irish Pub & Restaurant (253 Miracle Mile, Coral Gables, 305/445-3777, www.johnmartins.com, 11:30am-midnight Sun.-Tues., 11:30am-2am Wed.-Sat., no cover), you can enjoy happy hour drink specials on weekdays (5pm-7pm Mon.-Fri.) and live entertainment on certain nights, as well as occasional events, such as an annual St. Patrick’s Day celebration. This lively bar also offers full brunch, lunch, and dinner menus.

Of course, most night owls flock to neon-lit, gay-friendly South Beach, an area teeming with trendy bars, hot dance clubs, and outrageous cabaret shows. It’s here that you’ll find the biggest crowds, the longest lines, and the strictest door policies. In fact, if your hotel concierge can’t add your name to the VIP list, your best bet is to arrive as early as possible. Some of the most exclusive, most popular South Beach clubs include—but are certainly not limited to—the Mynt Lounge (1921 Collins Ave., Miami Beach, 305/532-0727, www.myntlounge.com, 11:30am-5am Thurs.-Sat., cover varies), which has hosted the likes of Paris Hilton, Jennifer Lopez, and Jamie Foxx; Dream (1532 Washington Ave., Miami Beach, 305/674-8018 or 786/566-0393, www.dreammia.com, 10pm-5am daily, cover varies), a sexy, spacious nightclub that features themed gatherings, like Eye Candy Saturdays; Cameo (1445 Washington Ave., Miami Beach, 786/235-5800, www.cameomiami.com, 11pm-5am Thurs.-Tues., cover varies), an enormous dance club and celebrity magnet housed within a historical art deco-style movie theater; and Jazid (1342 Washington Ave., Miami Beach, 305/673-9372, www.jazid.net, 9pm-close daily, $10-20 cover), which, beyond killer drink specials, offers some of the best live funk, soul, jazz, reggae, and world music in the city.

If you’re not ready to brave the nightclub crowds in South Beach, head first to the retro Buck15 (437 Lincoln Rd., Miami Beach, 305/534-5488, 10pm-5am Fri.-Sat., no cover), an underground bar and lounge situated in a second-floor loft space, which promises affordable drinks, no velvet ropes, and plenty of spun music from reggae to rhythm and blues. For additional nightlife ideas, consult periodicals like The Miami Herald (www.miamiherald.com), Miami New Times (www.miaminewtimes.com), Ocean Drive (www.oceandrive.com), and South Beach Magazine (www.southbeach-usa.com).

THE ARTS

Cultural enthusiasts will find plenty of live performances in the Miami area. In the downtown performing arts district, for example, the Adrienne Arsht Center for the Performing Arts of Miami-Dade County (1300 Biscayne Blvd., Miami, 305/949-6722 or 786/468-2000, www.arshtcenter.org, show times and ticket prices vary) hosts an array of live entertainment, including intimate plays, Broadway musicals, one-act comedies and dramas, opera productions, contemporary dance performances, experimental multimedia shows, cabaret and comedy routines, family-friendly presentations, jazz and rock concerts, and even performances by the Miami City Ballet (305/929-7000, www.miamicityballet.org), Florida Grand Opera (305/854-1643, www.fgo.org), New World Symphony (305/673-3331, www.nws.edu), and Miami Symphony Orchestra (305/275-5666, www.themiso.org). To reach the center, you can use the Metrobus, Metrorail, or Metromover; if you plan to drive here, be prepared to pay for self-parking ($15 per vehicle) or valet parking ($25 per vehicle). Although you’ll find several eateries in the downtown area, you can also enjoy a pre-show meal at Prelude, the center’s on-site restaurant.

To the south, not far from Miami’s Bayfront Park, is the Olympia Theater at the Gusman Center for the Performing Arts (174 E. Flagler St., Miami, 305/374-2444, www.gusmancenter.org, show times and ticket prices vary). Erected in 1926 as a silent movie theater, this magnificently restored venue is now home to live performances, various screenings, and community events, including shows hosted by the Miami Lyric Opera (www.miamilyricopera.org). Other unique venues include The Fillmore Miami Beach at the Jackie Gleason Theater (1700 Washington Ave., Miami Beach, 305/673-7300, www.fillmoremb.com, show times and ticket prices vary), which features live concerts, comedy routines, and dance performances, and the recently restored Actors’ Playhouse at the Miracle Theatre (280 Miracle Mile, Coral Gables, 305/444-9293, www.actorsplayhouse.org, show times and ticket prices vary), presenting main stage performances as well as a children’s theater series. To save some money, high school and college students between the ages of 13 and 22 can access various cultural events, festivals, and art exhibitions at affordable prices (typically $5 per ticket) by participating in Culture Shock Miami (305/375-1949, www.cultureshockmiami.com), a discounted ticketing program made possible through the Miami-Dade County Department of Cultural Affairs (111 NW 1st St., Ste. 625, Miami, 305/375-4634, www.miamidadearts.org).

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Art and Cultural Events

Like the Florida Keys, Miami honors its multifaceted culture with a wide array of annual festivals and events—too many, in fact, to list here. Given the city’s passion for art, it’s no wonder that many of Miami’s most popular celebrations focus on architecture and other visual art disciplines. The annual Art Deco Weekend (www.artdecoweekend.com, activity fees vary), for instance, lures more than 300,000 people to South Beach in mid-January. Begun in 1976 by the Miami Design Preservation League (305/672-2014, www.mdpl.org), this three-day event helps to cultivate an appreciation for the legendary Art Deco District with an assortment of guided tours, film and lecture series, art and antiques sales, classic automobiles, live music, a fashion show, and other activities.
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the Olympia Theater at the Gusman Center for the Performing Arts

Other area art festivals include the Coconut Grove Arts Festival (305/447-0401, www.cgaf.com, $5-10 pp daily), which attracts a multitude of painters, photographers, jewelry makers, and glass sculptors to the Coconut Grove area for a three-day weekend in mid-February, and the four-day Art Basel Miami Beach (www.artbasel.com, ticket prices vary), an extensive show in early December featuring an exclusive selection of more than 250 art galleries from North America, Latin America, Europe, Asia, and Africa. In addition, art lovers will appreciate the six-day Art Miami (305/515-8573, www.art-miami.com, one-day pass $25 adults, $10 seniors and students 12-18, free for children under 12), the city’s longest-running contemporary and modern art fair, usually held in early December in the Midtown Miami Arts District.

Miami also hosts several cinematic, musical, theatrical, and literary events. Some of these much-anticipated happenings include the 10-day Miami International Film Festival (305/237-3456, www.miamifilmfestival.com, show times and ticket prices vary) in early March; the 10-day Miami Gay and Lesbian Film Festival (305/751-6305, www.mglff.com, show times and ticket prices vary) in late April or early May; the Mainly Mozart Festival (786/468-2251, www.mainlymozart.com, $20 per concert, $100 per series), a six-concert chamber music series in May and June; the three-week International Ballet Fest of Miami (305/549-7711, www.internationalballetfestival.org, show times and ticket prices vary) from late August to mid-September; and the eight-day Miami Book Fair International (305/237-3258, www.miamibookfair.com, ticket prices vary) in mid-November.
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a bird’s-eye view of the Coconut Grove Arts Festival

Heritage Festivals

In addition, residents and visitors can experience the city’s intriguing cultural mosaic through such unique festivals as the month-long Carnaval Miami (305/644-8888, www.carnavalmiami.com, entry fees vary), a celebration that takes place in Little Havana from early February to mid-March and features culinary and athletic competitions, live concerts, a domino tournament, and Calle Ocho, one of the largest Latino block parties in the country. Since 1976, the two-day Miami/Bahamas Goombay Festival (305/448-9501, prices vary), which usually takes place in early June, has honored the Bahamian roots of Coconut Grove with a plethora of authentic cuisine, live Caribbean and African music, and spirited festivities, including a vibrant parade of costumed dancers and musicians. Later in the year, typically on a Saturday in mid-November, thousands of spectators gather on Virginia Key for the free-to-watch Miami International Dragon Boat Festival (305/636-0902, www.miamidragon.com, entry fees apply), an energetic boat race that features several colorfully decorated, Hong Kong-style dragon boats, combining a centuries-old Chinese tradition with modern-day teamwork and aiming to share this fast-growing, international sport with the greater Miami community.

Food and Sporting Events

Of course, the year wouldn’t be complete without attending one of Miami’s many culinary events or athletic competitions. For die-hard gourmands, it doesn’t get much better than the Food Network South Beach Wine & Food Festival (877/762-3933, www.sobewineandfoodfest.com, event times and ticket prices vary), a star-studded, four-day event in late February that showcases the talents of the world’s most renowned chefs, culinary personalities, and wine producers. Meanwhile, sports lovers and outdoors enthusiasts will appreciate such events as the five-day Progressive Miami International Boat Show (www.miamiboatshow.com, $20-35 daily, $85 for five-day pass, free for children under 16) in mid-February and the nine-day Miccosukee Championship (305/382-3930, www.miccosukeechampionship.com), a mid-October golf tournament that usually benefits local charities.

Shopping

A mosaic of cultures and a hotbed of high fashion, the Miami area is indeed a shopper’s paradise, offering a wide array of outdoor malls and shopping districts, even in suburbs like Aventura, Kendall, and other surrounding communities. Here are just some of the shopping areas available to residents and visitors.

DOWNTOWN MIAMI

Even Miami’s downtown area offers a few intriguing options for shoppers, including the Bayside Marketplace (401 Biscayne Blvd., Miami, 305/577-3344, www.baysidemarketplace.com, 10am-10pm Mon.-Thurs., 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 11am-9pm Sun.). Situated alongside lovely Biscayne Bay, this popular outdoor mall features daily live entertainment, varied restaurants, and numerous shops, ranging from Brookstone to Skechers—enough to fill a few hours, if not all day. Besides bicycle, Jet Ski, electric scooter, and wheelchair rentals, other helpful on-site amenities include ATM kiosks, taxi services, foreign currency exchange, sightseeing tours, and visitor information for local attractions.

[image: Image]

Located beside Biscayne Bay, Bayside Marketplace features a wide assortment of shops and restaurants.

In Miami’s financial district to the south, you’ll encounter another classy mall, The Shops at Mary Brickell Village (901 S. Miami Ave., Miami, 305/381-6130, www.marybrickellvillage.com, 11am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.). Featuring three packed floors and an enormous parking structure, this neighborhood mall houses a plethora of curious boutiques, eateries, and other businesses, including wine and cigar shops, a fine seafood restaurant, an Irish pub, a day spa, an LA Fitness gym, even a Publix grocery store.

LITTLE HAVANA

Known as La Pequeña Habana in Spanish, Miami’s Little Havana (www.littlehavanaguide.com), the culturally rich neighborhood west of the city’s downtown area, is home to several cigar shops, fruit stands, art galleries, antiques shops, and clothing boutiques. If you only have time for a quick visit, be sure to stop by the Little Havana Cigar Factory (1501 SW 8th St., Miami, 305/541-1035, www.littlehavanacigarfactory.com, 10am-6pm Sun.-Mon., 10am-8pm Tues.-Sat.), which offers a wide array of authentically fermented and matured cigars. Even if you’re not a cigar aficionado, you’re sure to appreciate the aroma.

SOUTH BEACH

[image: Image]

window-shopping along Lincoln Road in South Beach

The southern portion of Miami Beach, otherwise known as South Beach, is indeed a magnet for high fashion. In fact, you’ll find an incredible array of upscale clothing emporiums, jewelry boutiques, art galleries, beauty salons, and specialty stores on or near Lincoln Road (www.lincolnroad.org), including such gems as the 9th Chakra (1621 Alton Rd., Miami Beach, 305/538-0671, www.9thchakra.com, noon-8pm daily), which offers psychic readings as well as incense, massage oils, crystal jewelry, and other curious gifts, and Kilwins (612 Lincoln Rd., Miami Beach, 305/763-8991, www.kilwins.com, noon-2am daily), an outpost of the well-regarded confectioner. In addition, this thoroughfare is home to The Lincoln Road Outdoor Antique & Collectible Market of Miami Beach (www.antiquecollectiblemarket.com, free) on various Sundays throughout the year. Nearby Collins Avenue and Ocean Drive offer their own share of shopping wonders, such as the Effusion Gallery (1130 Ocean Dr., Miami Beach, 305/538-3558, www.effusiongallery.com, 10am-11pm daily), showcasing a curious array of colorful art, from mixed-media clocks and whimsical mirrors to three-dimensional glass paintings and surreal celebrity portraits.

For more information about shopping opportunities in South Beach, consult South Beach Magazine (www.southbeach-usa.com).

COCONUT GROVE

Situated southwest of downtown Miami, Coconut Grove is a family-friendly shopping enclave, ideal for a stroll in pleasant weather. One popular gathering place is CocoWalk (3015 Grand Ave., Coconut Grove, 305/444-0777, www.cocowalk.net, 10am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-11pm Fri.-Sat.), a Mediterranean-style, open-air complex that features several shops and restaurants, from Victoria’s Secret to The Cheesecake Factory, plus late-night bars like Fat Tuesday, known for its New Orleans-style daiquiris. Other amenities include covered parking, secure bicycle racks, ATM kiosks, and 24-hour security.

CORAL GABLES

Northwest of Coconut Grove lies Coral Gables, an affluent, well-manicured village that features an array of sophisticated shopping options. One such option is the Village of Merrick Park (358 San Lorenzo Ave., Coral Gables, 305/529-0200, www.villageofmerrickpark.com, 10am-9pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.), a cluster of fine shops and eateries centered around a lovely urban garden. Visitors here can peruse shoes at Cole Haan, jewelry at Tiffany & Co., cookware at Williams-Sonoma, and stylish apparel at department stores like Nordstrom and Neiman Marcus. In addition, you can visit Equinox (370 San Lorenzo Ave., 786/497-8200, www.equinox.com, 5:30am-11pm Mon.-Thurs., 5:30am-10pm Fri., 8am-8pm Sat.-Sun.) for a range of facials, body treatments, and massage therapies and afterward enjoy a casual meal at the Yard House (320 San Lorenzo Ave., 305/447-9273, www.yardhouse.com, 11am-12:30am Sun.-Thurs., 11am-1:30am Fri.-Sat.), which boasts an incredible selection of draft beer.
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