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From the ocean to the Everglades, to the first Paleoindians and immigrants of all races, genders, and ethnicities who helped build this beautiful city, we’d like to recognize the Miamians who came before us and helped mold this place into our home. Forever 305.
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INTRODUCTION



Part travel book, part nature guide, part conservation spotlight, this book aims to share a side of Miami that’s often overlooked but aches to be discovered by locals and visitors alike. We hope you’ll use it to learn about our history and ecology, find volunteer opportunities, identify species, and gain a better understanding of environmental sustainability.


We’ve divided the book up into three sections—history, field trips, and species—that aim to provide interesting and memorable information, shedding light on how humans and nature are connected within this amazing city. With twenty-five field trip locations and 305 species descriptions, we aim to show you the beautiful, natural aspects of the city’s landscapes and highlight some of the wildlife you might encounter in your travels.


Conservation Connections found throughout the book give insight into what’s being done by local organizations in the Miami environmental scene and how you can get involved. Whether highlighting the battle against sea level rise and efforts to protect our treasured pine rocklands, or just providing additional information on a particular species’ general preservation status, these highlights are an introduction to the organizations leading South Florida’s environmental charge.


This book is a culmination of years of experience and enthusiasm for nature, combined with a desire to create something truly useful for those with an interest in the natural world. It is our sincere hope you enjoy reading it as much as we did writing it.
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Staghorn coral on Florida’s Coral Reef
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Florida burrowing owl













MEET THE AUTHORS



The four authors of this book came together through a collective passion for the city of Miami and, more specifically, the hidden natural beauty it has to offer. With unique perspectives and fields of expertise, all four of us contributed knowledge, study, personal experiences, and environmental appreciation. Two of us are homegrown Miamians (from Hialeah and Miami Beach), and the other two are visitors from Pennsylvania and New Jersey who moved here and never left. We came together to share a part of the city people don’t often get to see, but definitely should. Here’s a little bit of background as to how we got where we are today.


Thomas J. Morrell


At some point in your life, somebody will ask you about your favorite superhero power. At that moment, you’ll have to make a difficult choice—oftentimes publicly—as to which power suits you best. Despite the crowd favorites, or hundreds of other “better” options, the choice was always fairly easy for me. I remember being asked this question at ten years old, surrounded by my closest friends. Without hesitation, I confidently replied, “the ability to speak to fish!” This went over as smoothly as you might expect, but it was clear to me even at that young age that I wanted my life to be focused on the ocean. I mean, who wouldn’t want to talk to a shark? That self-knowledge, among countless other experiences, helped pave the way for me as I began to focus on marine and environmental sciences. From interning in South Africa with great white sharks to working at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) with fish larvae and migratory species, my passions center around nature, wildlife, and the environment. That, and also the hope of someday speaking to sharks.


Shannon C. Jones


When I was around seven years old, my parents brought me on my first trip to Orlando, Florida, where we went to Sea World and I instantly fell madly in love with dolphins. A few years later, I remember being in my fifth grade classroom drawing a picture of “what I wanted to be when I grew up.” Although I couldn’t spell the words marine biologist, I knew that was my path. First I studied psychology in Pennsylvania—not near the ocean. Then I studied animal behavior and cognition and went on to become a volunteer research assistant in Kona, Hawaii, learning about how tourism affected the resident dolphins. This inspired me to study marine conservation at University of Miami. My goal in life is to inspire others to feel a love of nature and a yearning to make changes that protect the world around us. I educate the public about marine life and conservation, specifically by raising awareness about threats to the ecosystems in which humans interact. Communication and outreach are important to me, because I believe it’s vital to connect the science community with regular people, so we can all work together for a sustainable and healthy future.


Brian Diaz


As a child, I took every opportunity to watch Steve Irwin on television, staring wide-eyed as I vicariously met hundreds of wild animals through him. He introduced me to conservation and the threats facing the natural world. Today, conservation infuses every aspect of my life—it’s my ever-present mission. Anywhere I go, my eyes naturally gravitate toward the color green. I have a deep-rooted fascination with plants (particularly native plants), and I understand my surroundings through the kinds of trees growing in the area. Owing to this and my shoulder-length hair, I am affectionately called Plant Jesus by friends, family, and colleagues, a nickname I always joke will fall out of favor the moment I get a haircut. But no matter how short or long my hair is, my love for plants and wildlife will always remain. It’s a passion I share liberally, often distractedly stopping conversations midway to point out something that’s in bloom or an interesting bird gliding overhead. My career centers on ecosystem preservation, essentially using native plants to rebuild nature where it has been lost and creating homes where wildlife can move in. I cannot imagine anything else I would rather be doing.


Fernando M. Bretos


Somehow, I always knew conservation was in my blood. As a child of Cuban parents growing up in Australia, I spent a lot of time outdoors with my family, and because my father always loved plants, we spent an inordinate amount of time at the Sydney Botanical Gardens. But it wasn’t until I was a junior at Miami Beach Senior High School that I found my calling. Interestingly it came from English class. We were reading the English romantic poets and learning about how the Industrial Revolution created a romantic revolution, in which young artists like William Wordsworth and Percy Shelly became enamored by nature and its ability to cure the ills of industrialization. Buried within their poems was a longing to leave the gray contaminated skies of industrial England for idyllic woods. Their ideals sparked my passion, and I embarked on a mission to express it. I researched tropical rainforests in Panama and tiger sharks in western Australia, learning to make a career out of protecting the planet. Today, I have a dream job working as program officer at the Ocean Foundation, where I oversee projects to study marine migratory species, restore tropical coastal habitats, and use ocean diplomacy to encourage countries to protect shared marine resources.
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A History of 305



South Beach, Cuban coffee, the Wynwood Walls, and Ocean Drive. These all conjure an image of the trendy, modern-day Miami we’ve come to know and love. It’s a city with a rich, diverse history built on migration. From the first Miamians who arrived at least 14,000 years ago to the most recent arrivals from Latin America, Europe, or even Manhattan, waves of visitors over the years have made Miami their home. Throughout the centuries, Miami has been a haven for those seeking a new beginning or fortune. While some crossed the Florida Straits from the Bahamas to build this city from pristine pine rocklands, others were forced to leave as new settlers arrived. Miami’s origin story is one built on movement, war, innovation, and inspiration.


Miami’s draw was not always its warm weather. When the first Paleoindians arrived in Florida, our mighty peninsula was just exiting the current ice age and its climate was colder and dryer. Since then, a warming trend commenced, which continues today at an accelerated pace. The size of the state was also dramatically different back then. In fact, not too long ago, Florida was twice as wide as today, its western half high and dry and bustling with woolly mammoths and giant sloths. Today, this half is submerged under the Gulf of Mexico. Going back even further—millions of years ago—all of Miami lay under the sea. This back-and-forth submersion and exposure explains why dinosaurs are nowhere to be found in Florida’s fossil layers today. Instead, you can find shark teeth and shells embedded in a hard, white rock that was once an ancient coral reef and is now our limestone bedrock. This reminds us that Miami has always been at the beck and call of the ocean. It is our source of food, rain, peace of mind, and those stunning ocean-front views.


Water World


Ours is a history of water. We are surrounded by it. To the east lies the Atlantic Ocean and to our west the Everglades, the largest freshwater wetland in North America. These two bodies of water set off a convection cycle, and as a result, Miami is one of the rainiest cities in America. At sixty-two inches of average rainfall per year, our city receives almost twice as much rain as Seattle, Washington, a city famous for never-ending rain. Convection is also the source of our warm and sticky summer afternoons. Fortunately, our sandy soils and porous limestone bedrock allow much of the rain to drain rapidly. Ever wonder why Miami has so few rivers? Rainwater drains so fast here that there’s essentially no need for them. Beneath the Miami cityscape is the Biscayne Aquifer, an enormous subterranean lake that gives us the excellent drinking water we enjoy. So, water and all of its forms is above us, around us, next to us, and even under us.
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The Florida Peninsula





Miami’s First People


Miami’s human history is as rich as its natural history. The first documented civilization here was that of the Tequesta, a tribe that lived off natural resources of the sea and land. Due to a lack of topsoil, low nutrients, and near-impenetrable coral bedrock, agriculture in South Florida was a losing battle and therefore never practiced by the Tequesta. As hunters and gatherers, they stuck to harvesting naturally growing nuts, roots, and fruits and used resources from the sea such as mollusks, fish and even manatees. Archeological digs have revealed bones and shells at Tequesta sites that paint a picture of this lifestyle. Close your eyes and try to imagine what Biscayne Bay must have looked like back then: crystal clear waters teeming with fish and birds and underground springs bubbling freshwater into the saltwater bay.


The Tequesta lived at the mouths of our few rivers. During the hot summer, they would move to the barrier islands of Miami Beach and Key Biscayne where the mosquitoes were less of a nuisance. Today, you can visit a Tequesta archeological site right in downtown Miami at the Miami Circle National Historic Landmark. You can also see a Tequesta habitation mound just north of the Little River in El Portal; it’s located at one of the highest points above sea level, suggesting the Tequesta recognized changing seas as a threat. As flat as Miami is, it’s easy to discern the elevated knolls where the Tequesta once piled food remains in middens (mounds of shells and other artifacts).
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Statue of a Tequesta family on Brickell Avenue in Downtown Miami
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The Miami Circle is a National Historic Landmark and archeological site right in downtown Miami.





There’s evidence the Tequesta, always sparse in population compared to the magnificent pre-Columbian civilizations of the American south or Mesoamerica, were pushed around by the more powerful Calusa who inhabited lands west and south of Miami. This and their lack of agriculture meant their population wasn’t very large when the Spanish arrived in the early sixteenth century. It would soon disappear entirely due to the slave trade, forced relocations, and the spread of disease.


The first European to explore Florida was the Spanish conquistador Juan Ponce de León, who sighted the coast in 1513. As his sighting took place during Easter, or Pascua Florida as they call it in Spanish, the name Florida stuck. The first European settlement was at St. Augustine, about 300 miles north of Miami, where the soil was firmer and impenetrable mangroves weren’t a concern. Founded in 1565 by Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, St. Augustine became an important Spanish colony for protecting Spanish galleons filled with pirated silver and gold from Peru and Mexico.
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Menéndez de Avilés, founder of St. Augustine
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St. Augustine was the first successful European colony in what would become the United States.





St. Augustine was always more of a defensive fortification, but it was critical to the Spanish in that it lay adjacent to the important Gulf Stream, the oceanic conveyor belt of warm, fast-moving ocean water that runs from just north of Venezuela all the way to Ireland via the Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico. On its way it passes Colombia, turns north, and flows well offshore from the Central American Caribbean coast before picking up speed at the Yucatan Straits. It then enters the Gulf of Mexico where half of its water splits off and passes by Florida into the Atlantic Ocean. Once off the coast of Florida, the water moves at about the speed of a brisk walk. Ponce de León himself was the first European to realize that ships could hitch a ride back home on this conveyor belt and save considerable time. Gold- and silver-laden galleons sailing from the mines of Colombia by way of Havana could stop off for provisions and fortifications before delivering their bounty to King Phillip II of Spain. A young Benjamin Franklin later took so much interest in what he called a “river in the ocean” that he lobbied hard in his position as the Deputy General Postmaster of the American colonies to use the Gulf Stream to increase the speed of the mail service from the east coast of America to Europe.


A Young History, Even for a Geologist


Florida, as we know it today, is quite young on a geological scale. Coming out of the ice age eleven millennia ago, rain levels increased and sea levels continued to rise until South Florida lay, like many other coastal areas, just above sea level. It remains at this level today. Miami averages only 6.5 feet in elevation, making rising ocean levels an increasingly worrisome threat.
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The Gulf Stream is an oceanic conveyor belt with an average velocity of four miles per hour, but it can reach speeds of more than five miles per hour near the surface.





Further inland, the vast Everglades wetland system is only 6,000 years old—quite extraordinary considering it spans the entire width of our state and is large enough to be seen from space. Heavy summer rains fall in the wetlands just north of Lake Okeechobee, Florida’s largest lake, and are transported via the Kissimmee River directly to the lake, which, due to all that incoming water, overflows its banks and continues as a shallow river all the way south to Florida Bay, the southern terminus of the peninsula. Travelling over rugged, porous substrate makes the Everglades not only the widest river in the world, but also the slowest, moving at a speed of 0.00062 mile per hour. That’s about fifty times slower than an applesnail (a common Everglades inhabitant). This enormous wetland is critical to our state’s well-being. It not only provides freshwater for most of our urban areas and wildlife but also underpins the cycle of life here, supporting millions of birds, reptiles, and mammals. Unfortunately, all this water wasn’t what the European settlers wanted to see, as it made settlement almost impossible.


Removing the Unwanted


Ever since Europeans first saw Florida, they set their sights on making it more like Europe: dry, temperate, agriculturally productive, and tame. This wasn’t practical for the first European-Floridians who were struggling to feed themselves on a daily basis, but in the nineteenth century it became not only possible, but necessary. After Spain grew tired of American settlers entering their land, they ceded Florida to the United States as part of the Adams-Onís Treaty of 1819. This also meant the Spanish would no longer have to worry about the persistent confrontations with native Seminole warriors.
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The Miami River was the Seminoles’ home.





The Seminole, an offshoot of the Muscogee, also known as the Creek Tribe, originally from Georgia and Alabama, acquired their name from the anglicization of the Spanish word cimarron, which means runaway. Upon its possession of Florida, the new American nation decided it needed to rid its Florida territory of two stubborn elements: indigenous inhabitants and water. The two went hand in hand, as it wasn’t until the young nation declared war on the Seminole and penetrated deep into their last hiding spot, the soggy Everglades, that the idea to drain the peninsula first dawned on them.


Seminole Wars


The United States needed not one, but three military conflicts, called the Seminole Wars (1816–1858) to remove the rebellious and elusive Seminole from Florida. Each of the three wars were highly unpopular, expensive, and deadly, with thousands of casualties on both sides. The First Seminole War was led by General (and later President) Andrew Jackson and led to the Seminole retreating deep into the Everglades. The Second Seminole War was intended to drive the Seminole out of Florida entirely but was unsuccessful. The Third (and final) Seminole War saw the end of Seminole Nation. Though 500 hardy individuals held out in the most inhospitable corners of the Everglades (a testament to their unflinching bond with their homeland) the majority of Seminole moved west along the Trail of Tears, one of the most infamously cruel episodes in American history, which saw the forced displacement of all major southeastern indigenous tribes to Oklahoma, where many of them still live today. Over 60,000 people died during this journey, many starving along the way. Throughout the wars, Miami, known then as Fort Dallas, served as a military base focused on purging the last of the Seminole. The origins of the name Miami remain a mystery, but most historians agree the name stems from the Mayaimi, a now-extinct tribe that inhabited the area near Lake Okeechobee.
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Seminoles sought cover from US soldiers within mangrove swamps.





Draining the Wetlands


During their forays into the Everglades, many Seminole War generals commented on the wateriness of South Florida, writing home with far-fetched ideas of draining the water for agriculture and habitation. The standing water had proven difficult to build on or harvest from, and the scourge of yellow fever and malaria from mosquitoes made permanent settlements south of Tampa impossible. Once the surviving Seminoles had been expelled from the state, Florida’s new settlers turned their attention to removing as much water from the peninsula as possible, but, lacking modern machinery, there was no plausible way to pull this off.


In 1881, Hamilton Disston purchased four million acres of land for one million dollars (equal to about twenty-seven million dollars today). His original intention was to build canals that would drain the water, but he only ever managed to construct a few miles of them. Luckily for him, his project attracted so much speculative attention that population increases and a doubling of property values allowed him to recoup his money by selling off land by the acre. Decades later, Florida’s nineteenth governor, Napoleon Bonaparte Broward, campaigned successfully on a promise to drain the state. He imposed a tax on all counties benefiting from drainage and managed to install two dredges that cut just six miles of canal before he had the state sell the land. In the end, wholesale draining of the Everglades wouldn’t be successful until the next century. In the meantime, attempts to rid the area of water paved the way for another money maker: tourism.
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Governor Broward (1857–1910)
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Julia Tuttle (1849–1898)





Julia Tuttle, Henry Flagler, and The Brickells


Miami is the only major US city to be founded by a woman. In 1875, Julia “The Mother of Miami” Tuttle, a wealthy businesswoman from Cleveland, Ohio, came to Fort Dallas to visit a citrus grove owned by her father. At the time, Fort Dallas was a harsh backwater on the banks of the Miami River, but it must have made a positive impression. After her father died, she used her inheritance to purchase 640 acres of coastal land on the northern banks of the Miami River. After the devastating Great Freeze of 1894–95, which fortunately spared Miami, she began to sell parts of her tract and convinced railway tycoon and fellow Clevelander Henry Flagler to extend his great railroad to South Florida. Flagler eventually sent a team of speculators and, soon after, began building the Royal Palm Hotel as a terminus for his railroad on the land now called Brickell.


William and Mary Brickell were also instrumental in the foundation of Miami. The pair operated a trading post, exchanging goods with the remaining Seminoles and the Miccosukee, an offshoot Seminole tribe then living in the Everglades. The Brickells donated hundreds of acres to Flagler to extend his Florida East Coast Railway, which would eventually make its way all the way to Key West. On July 28, 1896, Miami went from a remote military base to an officially incorporated city of the United States. The Magic City was born!


A City Built on the Backs of Bahamians and African Americans


At the turn of the nineteenth century, there were few people willing to live in Miami and help build the city. The first Miami residents were Black laborers from the Bahamas. Initially they made the short crossing of the Florida Straits to use their seafaring talents salvaging shipwrecked vessels and repairing boats. As the city grew, more Bahamian laborers arrived to clear vegetation and build homes and hotels. The first Miami hotel was the Peacock Inn, which was built entirely by Black hands in 1882. Bahamians mostly settled in the current day Coconut Grove neighborhood, which lies south of downtown Miami. If you take a drive down Charles and Williams Avenues, you can see some of the old, British West Indian–style wood houses they built. As long-time island inhabitants, they knew how to build homes that suited Miami’s climate and could withstand the strongest of hurricanes. In the early nineteenth century, African Americans, migrating from the rural South, joined the Bahamians to make up 40 percent of the city’s population. Not only did they build the city with their own hands, but, when massive tropical cyclones such as the Great Miami Hurricane of 1926 and the Great Labor Day Hurricane of 1935 devastated the city, they rebuilt it.


The new Black Miamians settled in downtown Miami in what is now Overtown (called Colored Town at the time). Known as the Harlem of the South, Overtown was a cultural powerhouse, hosting music, sporting, and theater events featuring stars such as Nat King Cole and Muhammad Ali. When visiting Overtown today, make sure to visit the Lyric Theater, which has occupied the same building since 1913. Overtown, unfortunately, was the victim of a political agenda that would forever alter the town’s layout. In 1961, the US Department of Transportation went in search of land for Interstate 95, a federal highway which would start in Miami near Vizcaya Gardens and run 1,908 miles to the Canadian border in Maine. They chose the path of least political resistance, Overtown, as the site to build the overpass. This effectively cut the neighborhood in two with a concrete span, a specter of intolerance and exploitation that remains to this day. With no heed for the damage this caused, the city also built the I-395 connector through Overtown ten years later, this time quartering the neighborhood. Recent efforts to revitalize Overtown have made progress, but residents there and in nearby Liberty City are now facing another dilemma—getting priced out by developers searching for higher-elevation housing that’s less vulnerable to sea level rise.
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Early Bahamian residents of Coconut Grove in front of the boat house that is now part of the Barnacle Historic State Park.





Harvesting the Everglades


Unable to effectively drain the Everglades in the early twentieth century, prospectors found a gold rush of another kind, hunting otters, alligators, and raccoons for valuable pelts. Wanting to squeeze additional money from the Everglades, the hunters also turned their guns on its plentiful and beautifully colored wading birds. Millions of birds were shot each year, mostly in the early spring when their plumage was brightest, for feathers to adorn women’s hats. It’s said that, once, Florida skies would go completely dark as countless birds flew overhead blocking the sun. Thanks to plume hunting, many species of wading birds almost went extinct.


A silver lining to this devastation was the creation of the National Audubon Society in 1905, which continues to protect American birds to this day. The carnage was also a major impetus for the creation of Pelican Island Sanctuary in 1903 and Everglades National Park in 1947.


The River of Grass


A woman founded Miami and another woman saved it. Marjory Stoneman Douglas, originally from Minneapolis, Minnesota, moved to Miami in 1915. Here, she started her career as a writer for the fledgling Miami Herald, then called the Miami Evening Record, which was founded by her father. Eight years later, she left the newspaper to write as a freelance journalist and hone her talents for scathing, yet poetic, independent writing in which she could express her passion for nature. While doing research for a book chapter about the Miami River, Douglas came to feel that South Florida’s true river was not the short and shallow Miami River but the Everglades, which she christened the River of Grass. Though it is a more complex ecosystem than a river, the Everglades does flow ever so slowly, covered in sawgrass and sitting atop a massive freshwater aquifer. Douglas’s book, The Everglades: River of Grass, required five years of extensive ecological research and was published in 1947, the same year the Everglades became a national park. In it, she pointed to the unique nature of the wetland as a source of water, tranquility, livelihood, and wildlife and highlighted the threats it faces: cattle grazing, draining, and sugar cane production.
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Original cover of Marjory Stoneman Douglas’s timeless classic





Marjory Stoneman Douglas lived a remarkably long life, passing away in 1998 at the age of 108. Her book has sold more than 500,000 copies and helped give this South Florida ecological marvel international recognition. In part or in whole, River of Grass is narrated by almost every schoolteacher in South Florida to young wide-eyed pupils realizing their city is buffered by one of the vastest, most unique wetlands on earth.
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The iconic, modern-day Miami skyline is currently the third tallest in the United States, behind New York and Chicago.





Miami Bustles with Tourism and Migration


The opening of the Royal Palm Hotel in 1897 initiated a phase of mass-scale tourism. While the hotel only stood for three decades (until the Great Miami Hurricane of 1926 caused enough damage that it needed to be demolished), it and Flagler’s railroad cemented Miami as a tourism destination. First to arrive were northern snowbirds, but eventually tourists from all over the world would start arriving. Only World War I, the Great Depression, World War II, and economic recessions in the 1970s and 1980s caused major pauses in the expansion of Miami tourism. While many of the early hotels have been destroyed or remodeled, several buildings still remain along Ocean Drive and Washington Avenue in Miami Beach. The Art Deco architecture alone is worth the visit. One example, the Miami Biltmore Hotel in Coral Gables, built in 1926, is a vestige of this period. Though it was abandoned for several decades, it has been restored and operates as a luxury hotel today.


In 1960, Miami had a population of 291,688, but that number soon began to grow. That year, Cubans fleeing the Cuban Revolution arrived in southeast Florida en masse. Subsequent waves of immigration further expanded Miami’s population—Haitians and Nicaraguans in the 1980s and Colombians, Argentines, Central Americans, and Venezuelans in the years that followed. These migrations would lead to the city’s incredible cultural diversity.


Miami Here and Now


Miami’s metropolitan area, which includes areas in Miami-Dade, Broward, and Palm Beach Counties, now numbers over six million inhabitants and growing. Upon landing at Miami International Airport or driving in from I-95, you may be struck by the amount of concrete you see. Miami-Dade County lies on a thirty-mile-wide sliver of highly urbanized cityscape buffered by water on all sides. As a result, Miami has strict geographical limits. But don’t let the concrete fool you into thinking there isn’t a vast array of wildlife within and surrounding the city. Within our urban zone, and especially east and west of it, nature is everywhere. There are hundreds of city and county parks, green spaces, and undeveloped coastlines waiting to be explored. You just need to know where to look.


Clear Days and Sunny Rays


Miami’s climate allows you to get outside and explore year-round. We typically don’t have a harsh winter that traps you inside. In fact, winter is arguably the ideal time of year to enjoy outdoor activities, with temperatures generally around 70 degrees Fahrenheit during the day, as opposed to summer when it’s usually hot, humid, and rainy.


Miami’s location at 25 degrees north latitude puts it just south of the horse latitudes, which are located at roughly 30 degrees north and south of the equator and characterized by peaceful winds, minimal precipitation, and sunny days. The horse latitudes are named for the horses that were thrown overboard by crews on cargo ships who needed to conserve scarce drinking water after being stalled by a lack of wind. The trade winds between the horse latitudes and the equator circle the globe in a constant westward direction and connect us to Africa and the Saharan Desert—importantly, they act as a carrier for the desert dust that blows across the Atlantic, bringing important nutrients for our coral reefs.
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With its gorgeous beach and pristine coastal environment, Crandon Park on Key Biscayne is the epitome of a beautiful subtropic habitat that invites you to be outside and enjoy it.





On the east coast, the trade winds come fresh off the ocean to envelop the city, leading to enviable air quality year-round. Winter is our dry season, with the period between November and April characterized by little rain and cool nights. Occasionally, a cold front descends from the north, plummeting temperatures to just above freezing, a reminder that though close to the tropics, Miami is still part of a massive temperate continent. Summer is our wet season, and the afternoons from May to October often experience the heavy summer rains common in tropical climates.


Diversity in Miami is emphasized in its habitats and native flora and fauna. The subtropical climate here on the southeast tip of Florida supports an incredibly high number of plant and animal species. There are few other places in the world where such a mix of temperate, tropical, marine, and aquatic organisms coexist.










Coasts in Crisis



Water is the defining feature of essentially all South Florida’s ecosystems. It flows from freshwater wetlands to marine areas, intermixing with saltwater to form productive, brackish estuaries. In turn, ocean waters evaporate and form dense rain clouds, which bring freshwater back inland. Life is not possible without water, and this interconnected flow is incredibly fragile. South Florida’s waterways have been altered over the past century and a half, affected by climate change-induced sea level rise, water quality, and pollution.
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With elevation averaging just over six feet above sea level, Miami is very susceptible to sea level rise.





The Seas Are Rising


Miami’s coastline is always changing. With today’s atmospheric carbon dioxide level recently surpassing 400 parts per million, change is afoot again, and the consequences are not encouraging. Human activity is trapping greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide and methane in our atmosphere, causing temperatures around the globe to rise. Our planet is heating up. Sea level has risen five to eight inches since 1900. Miami is low-lying and has historically relied on mangroves, beach dunes, corals, and seagrasses to create new land and break up wave energy. But a century of rapid urban development has relegated those habitats to fragments, replacing them with ineffective sea walls. Every autumn, during the king tides (the highest tides of the year), Miami experiences sunny day flooding—streets in low-lying areas, such as the southwest section of South Beach, which were once buffered by mangroves, are subjected to two feet of sea water on days when it doesn’t even rain. The flooding can be so bad that, in 2016, somebody filmed an octopus swimming in the underground parking lot of a Miami Beach condo. But all is not lost. Many of the crucial habitats featured in this book are making a comeback through a combination of smart coastal engineering, volunteer restoration, and natural recruitment. Together, these habitats can act as green infrastructure that will help Miami withstand sea level rise and tropical storms.
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Climate Leadership Engagement Opportunities


Recognizing the severe existential threat that climate change poses to Florida (and especially Miami), CLEO works to give communities across the state the tools they need to generate positive changes in the policies and social infrastructure necessary to mitigate and defend against the impacts of climate change.


Florida International University’s Sea Level Rise Solution Center


With multiple locations in Miami-Dade County, this organization collaborates with experts around the world to develop sustainable responses to climate-change related threats. They are a reliable source for sea-level-rise education, communication, and research.





A Bay in Bloom


Despite its immensity, Biscayne Bay has unfortunately not been able to escape human pressure. For years, there has been evidence that the bay’s health is declining. Ecologically detrimental seagrass and coral die-offs are some of the more common outcomes, but in late 2020, something unthinkable finally happened. What started as a handful of isolated observations of dead fish washing up on shore quickly snowballed into a massive fish kill. Droves of marine life started turning up dead in the bay. The culprit? A lack of oxygen in the water resulting from the presence of excessive nutrients from fertilizer runoff and leakages from septic tanks or broken sewer pipes. This hypercharged wastewater is carried directly to the bay via stormwater drains and underground seepage. It reduces water quality and spurs algal blooms—essentially an algae population explosion. As the algae dies and decomposes, it extracts heavy amounts of dissolved oxygen from the water in a process called eutrophication. With no oxygen in the water, animals that use gills to breathe die. This dramatic event was an environmental wake-up call for Miami and the rest of Florida.
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The devastating fish kill and algal bloom in August of 2020 affected North Miami to Virginia Key.





Algal blooms also produce toxins in the water that make people and land-based animals sick, and they block sunlight for underwater vegetation like seagrasses. Because seagrasses are effective at water filtration, when they start to die off, the water only gets murkier and the damaging cycle continues (sediment runoff from erosion and careless construction has a similar clouding effect). Make no mistake, Biscayne Bay can die. The price for not acting swiftly and strongly will be the loss of Miami’s marine lifeblood, the waters that have supported people for thousands of years and continue to do so to this day.
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Miami Waterkeeper


Perhaps Miami’s most well-known water defender, this group was founded in 2010 with the goals of alerting residents about compromised water quality, protecting water-based habitats, and bolstering our strategies against sea level rise. They aren’t a shy group, often bringing these issues to the direct attention of government entities and advocating for a change in the system. Their successes are many, and after the 2020 fish die-off, they launched a collaborative effort to save Biscayne Bay, helping secure governmental investment in restoration. Their 1000 Eyes on the Water program trains citizens to be vigilant about signs of declining water health and how to report what they see. They also conduct regular water quality monitoring throughout Miami’s beaches to ensure they are safe to swim in.


Save the Water


This national program focuses on the issue of water pollution. Irresponsible practices in industry have contaminated waterways throughout the nation, introducing potent chemicals that not only directly harm ecosystems but people, too. One of their main projects is a study that aims to identify pollutants found in the water running through the Everglades, something which has yet to be comprehensively assessed.
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In 2019 and 2020 alone, more than 1.5 million gallons of “unauthorized discharges” of wastewater and sewage were released in Biscayne Bay.








The Pesky Plastic Problem


Plastic is ubiquitous in our everyday lives—it’s hard to imagine living without it. But plastic is relatively new, only becoming a widely available material in the 1960s, when it was touted for its moldability and resilience. Today, a look around your home reveals it everywhere. It’s in disposable items like bottles, wrappers, and party plates as well as more durable items like computer cases, sunglasses, children’s toys, and clothing (polyester fabric). But the same ability to withstand the elements that makes plastic so useful also makes it a dangerous environmental pollutant. With so much plastic being produced every year, coupled with inefficiencies in the world’s waste and recycling systems, it shouldn’t be surprising that enormous amounts of the stuff makes its way into our ecosystems, particularly the oceans. There, it doesn’t decompose like a fallen leaf or discarded banana peel would, as organisms have not evolved the ability to digest it. Rather, it breaks up, fragmenting into smaller and smaller pieces. The plastic doesn’t disappear but rather disintegrates into what’s called microplastic. Microplastics then find their way into the food web, with fish, marine birds, and sea turtles confusing them for a bite-sized snack. One recent report estimates that by 2050, there will be more plastic than fish in the ocean by weight. It’s painfully clear that something must be done.


Though resolving the problem fully will require fundamental changes in the way humans use plastic, picking up litter from the environment goes a long way. Miami sees a lot of marine debris washing up onto its beaches. Thankfully, there are plenty of passionate groups working to help us clean up our act, providing volunteer opportunities to make our shorelines a cleaner, safer place for people and wildlife.


As an individual, you should never feel as though a problem is too big for you to make an impact. As we’ll mention throughout this book, there are hundreds of ways for you to get involved, either through volunteering, or by performing smaller acts of environmentalism in your day-to-day life.
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As a coastal city, Miami is often one of the first to encounter the effects of climate change.
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Many local Miami organizations offer volunteer opportunities to help fight against plastic pollution.
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Debris Free Oceans


The mission of this organization is to change our relationship with plastic at every level. You may have heard of the three Rs of waste management: Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle. Well, they actually use six Rs: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle, Rethink, Recapture, and Redesign, approaching the issue from multiple angles. Their recapture initiative involves hosting regular coastal cleanups around Miami, and they have robust educational programming to build awareness and get people excited to help and change their own plastic consumption habits.


FillABag


See a lot of marine debris at the beach but no cleanup events happening? Look around for a tall, white post with a diamond-shaped turquoise sign. Originating in Key Biscayne, the FillABag initiative is a gateway eco-activity designed to bring awareness to the issues of marine debris and plastic pollution. By installing thirty-nine (and counting!) wooden posts with reusable bags and buckets at local Florida beaches, FillABag invites individuals to turn an ordinary stroll into a meaningful clean up every day. Simply grab a FillABag bucket from the sign post and collect some trash along your walk. When you’re done throw away the trash and return the bucket. Easy as that.


Surfrider Foundation


Active in coastal areas across the country, the Surfrider Foundation works to bring awareness and meaningful, positive change to the state of our oceans. In addition to activism and educational programming, they also host a variety of volunteer-based events, including beach cleanups. Miami has its very own Surfrider chapter with a special Butts off the Beach initiative that focuses on removing discarded cigarette butts from the environment (cigarette butts are one of those sneaky plastic sources that people thoughtlessly toss on the ground).


Clean Miami Beach


This relatively new group was founded in 2019. But by hosting weekly cleanups throughout Miami Beach, they have made quite an impact. As of mid-2021, Clean Miami Beach has engaged almost 3,000 volunteers to collect over 28,000 pounds of plastic trash. In addition to these impressive results, they also strive to educate the public and promote pro-environment ordinances within the city.













CAMINO 305 FIELD TRIPS



1. Dr. Von D. Mizell-Eula Johnson State Park


2. Oleta River State Park and East Greynolds Park


3. Arch Creek Park


4. Amelia Earhart Park


5. Simpson Park


6. Alice C. Wainwright Park


7. Vizcaya Museum and Gardens


8. The Barnacle Historic State Park


9. A. D. (Doug) Barnes Park


10. South Bayshore Drive Rock Ridge Outcroppings


11. Zoo Miami


12. Larry and Penny Thompson Memorial Park


13. Castellow Hammock Preserve and Nature Center


14. South Dade Wetlands and Southern Glades Wildlife and Environmental Area


BARRIER ISLAND EXTENSION


15. Miami Beach Botanical Garden


16. Virginia Key Beach Park


17. Crandon Park


18. Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park


EVERGLADES EXTENSION


19. Shark Valley at Everglades National Park


20. Big Cypress National Preserve


MIAMI GARDENS EXTENSION


21. Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden


22. Matheson Hammock Park


23. The Deering Estate at Cutler


FLORIDA’S CORAL REEF EXTENSION


24. Biscayne National Park and Stiltsville


25. John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park
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You are about to embark on Camino 305, a nature journey which will take you through some of the most exceptional parks and preserves in Miami and surrounding natural areas. These locations showcase South Florida’s unique natural legacy and are entwined with its ecology and history. In naming this trail of field trips, we wanted to honor Miami’s Hispanic heritage. If you’re coming to Miami for a visit, it would be a good idea to brush up on your Spanish—Miami’s people and culture have deep Hispanic roots, with the city and its Latin American influences being dos lados de la misma moneda (two sides of the same coin). The word camino translates to “trail,” “walk,” or “the way.” We added some sazón (seasoning) to the trail’s title by including Miami’s famous 305 area code, often used in synonymy for the city itself. The two words come together to translate to “305 Walk” or “305 Way.”


Because of its tropical and temperate ecological influences and varying topography, Miami is host to an incredible diversity of ecosystems and wildlife. It is a center for terrestrial and marine research, climate change analyses, and robust conservation and restoration efforts. What better way to show this remarkable nature than a trail featuring twenty-five of the coolest natural locations in South Florida? From national and local parks to tropical gardens and coral reefs, Camino 305 incorporates a little bit of everything.


What Exactly is Camino 305?


Camino 305 consists of fourteen locations running north-south from Dania Beach (just south of Fort Lauderdale) to Homestead (south of Miami) and encompassing a total distance of roughly sixty miles. Branching off this path are four extension trails that offer travelers another eleven locations, adventures that provide a fuller introduction to South Florida. Each of these extension trails highlights a different ecological aspect of Camino 305, including freshwater wetland, coastal, terrestrial, and aquatic habitats. At regular intervals along Camino 305, you will have the option to venture into one of the extension trails.


What to Expect


Now that you’ve seen the big picture, it’s time to choose a destination. We’ve provided a general orientation for each field trip location with insider scoops, parking and access logistics, and some brief historical background (note that we list the presence of fees but not the amounts, as these are subject to change). We highlight the recreational activities and attractions each trip offers, as well as the ecosystems and species you’re likely to encounter. Be safe out there, and enjoy Camino 305!
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EXTENSION TRAILS



Barrier Island Extension


Between field trips 4 and 5, head to South Beach for a visit to Miami Beach Botanical Gardens (15). On your way back to the mainland between stops 5 and 6, head over to Virginia Key and Key Biscayne to visit Virginia Key Beach Park (16), Crandon Park (17), and Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park (18).


Everglades Extension


Between stops 9 and 10, you can choose this extension to get a glimpse of the freshwater wetlands through Shark Valley within Everglades National Park (19) and Loop Road in Big Cypress National Preserve (20).


Miami Gardens Extension


If you’d like to head to the coast for some green serenity between stops 9 and 10, visit Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden (21), Matheson Hammock Park (22), and Deering Estate (23).


Florida’s Coral Reef Extension


The southernmost extension. If you get to the entrance of Card Sound Road near the Last Chance Bar and Package store in South Dade wetlands and want to keep going, here’s your chance to enjoy some ocean adventures with Biscayne National Park (24) and John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park (25).







What is a Hammock?


You beach bum! We don’t mean a long piece of cloth you tie between two palm trees to take an afternoon snooze. In the context of ecosystems, hammock refers to a relatively small island of hardwood forest set within a larger expanse of a different ecosystem. Think of a jungle-like patch of trees surrounded by a meadow or open pine forest. Though hammocks are found statewide, their plant composition is dependent on latitude. The further north you go, the more temperate trees (such as live oaks) you’ll find. Here in South Florida, most hammocks will contain a mix of tropical and temperate species. Some, like the hammocks from Simpson Park, or those found in the Florida Keys, are almost completely tropical. The land’s topography also helps differentiate hammock types. For example, Simpson Park, which occurs on an elevated limestone outcropping, is what’s known as a rockland hammock, while the prevalence of oaks and cabbage palms at Arch Creek Park make it a mesic hammock.
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TRIP 1



Dr. Von D. Mizell-Eula Johnson State Park


Located in Dania Beach, this park is home to some of the last pristine coastal habitats in Broward County.
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WHERE: 6503 N Ocean Drive, Dania Beach, FL 33004


PARKING: Once you have entered the park, several parking lots can be found along North Ocean Drive, which runs along the park’s length.


ENTRANCE FEE: Small fee per vehicle


DIFFICULTY, DISTANCE, ACCESS: Easy. Beaches are a short walk from the parking lots. There is a 0.5-mile-long nature trail that offers plenty of shade. ADA parking and shuttle transportation (including a chair lift) is available throughout the park. Paved roadways and sidewalks make it accessible by wheelchair.


FACILITIES: Restrooms, port-a-lets, showers, tables, pavilions, and concessions.


BEST TIME: Though the beaches can be enjoyed year-round, mind the lifeguard safety signs warning about spring and summer rip currents.





Our Camino 305 trek begins well outside Miami at this incredible 2.5-mile stretch of beach bordered inland by mangrove forests and coastal uplands with no shortage of recreational opportunities. Long-time residents will remember that, until 2016, the park was called John U. Lloyd State Park. The reason behind its name change is steeped in South Florida’s Civil Rights history, sharing similarities with the history of Virginia Key.




[image: Image]


Boardwalks lead through the upland coastal hammocks to the beach.





A Who’s Who for the State Park


John U. Lloyd State Park opened in 1973, named after the Broward County Attorney who served for three and a half decades and was instrumental in getting the land designated as a park. The beach has a long history, trailing back hundreds of years to when the native Tequesta occupied the area, but its greatest historical significance happened a little over a decade before it gained status as a state park. In the early 1950s, Black residents in Broward had lost access to the only beach they had previously been allowed to visit. At the time, laws prohibited them from intermingling with white individuals at all other beaches. Public pressure eventually spurred the county to provide a replacement beach in 1954, the one currently in the state park. Unfortunately, this beach had little infrastructure and could only be reached by boat, making it difficult to enjoy. In 1961, Dr. Von D. Mizell, a Black physician and founding president of the Broward National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), teamed up with the president of Fort Lauderdale NAACP, Eula Johnson, to protest the injustice. They led several wade-ins at the whites-only Las Olas Boulevard beach to compel the county to build a road to their beach. In 1962, they succeeded. Nearly five and a half decades later, the park was renamed to honor the Black struggle against our country’s shameful enforcement of segregation.
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The mangrove-lined Whiskey Creek. In years past, rumrunners used this passage to evade the coast guard. Today, it’s popular with kayakers.





Come One, Come All


Today, the state park is open and readily accessible to all. It’s a true getaway, with a relaxed tropical atmosphere that makes you forget all the worries of the city. In addition to beachgoing (and there’s plenty of space for that), boating and fishing are also popular pastimes. But the greatest value the park provides are its opportunities to explore nature on both land and sea. The park is part of the Great Florida Birding Trail, and a brief hike through the Barrier Island Nature Trail, which runs through a coastal hammock and mangrove forest, will give you the opportunity to add a wide variety of species to your life list (a nature enthusiast’s record of every species they’ve ever seen), even outside of migration season. But don’t stop there—take your adventurousness to the sea! Visitors can rent kayaks or book ecotours from the Whiskey Creek Hideout concession facility. Kayaking through the mangroves, you could encounter a Florida manatee, those gentle giants often seen floating at the water’s surface. The three coral reefs offshore are also replete with marine life. The closest one is approximately 900 feet from shore and reachable only by strong swimmers, while the other two will require a boat. If you stick near the shore, don’t fret the spring and summer accumulations of sargassum seaweed. Pick up a clump or two and discover the camouflaged fish and crabs living inside. This park is also one of Broward’s most active sea turtle nesting beaches. Toward the end of the nesting season, nighttime tours are sometimes available to watch sea turtle hatchlings make their scramble into the ocean.





TRIP 2



Oleta River State Park


The Oleta River played an important role in Miami’s history.
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WHERE: 3400 NE 163rd Street, North Miami Beach, FL 33160


PARKING: Street parking available at various locations around the park.


ENTRANCE FEE: Small per-vehicle fee


DIFFICULTY, DISTANCE, ACCESS: Easy. Kayaking is restricted to the river itself (no ocean access), and renting is not permitted during inclement weather. Several wheelchair accessible amenities, including beach wheelchairs, are available for rent.


FACILITIES: Restrooms at several locations within the park. Pavilions available for rent.


BEST TIME: Spring and summer when the water isn’t as cold.


SPECIAL NOTES: Look out for mischievous raccoons if parking your kayak on Sandspur Island. They may steal unattended items.





Whereas most of South Florida’s natural waterways have been physically altered beyond recognition through dredging and flow diversion, the Oleta River has escaped this fate and remains as Miami’s last free-flowing river. The river and its surrounding vegetation are all part of Oleta River State Park in North Miami, established in 1986. Many of the field trip sites in this book are relatively small, but at more than 1,000 acres, Oleta River State Park reigns supreme as Florida’s largest urban park.
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The Oleta River is Miami’s last wild river.






An Important Settlement Area and Corridor



A common theme among many of our field trip sites is they were historically home to the Tequesta tribe. The estuarine waters of the Oleta River, as well as the coastal uplands surrounding it, are their former territory. The river later became a strategic corridor for United States troops fighting in the Second Seminole War and would eventually become the City of North Miami Beach. Today, as part of the state park, the Oleta River is primarily used for recreation and as a harbor for wildlife.


Activities at Oleta River State Park


The most popular activities to do at Oleta River State Park are bicycling through the winding and hilly bike trails, kayaking, beachgoing, and nature watching. The bike trails are of varying difficulty and take you through a forest dominated by the invasive Australian pine. Though they’re stifling the ecosystem, the pines do provide ample shade, keeping bicyclists shielded from the hot Florida sun. The park’s long-term goal is to replace the pines with a diverse assemblage of native canopy trees.


If you want to tour the wide river on a kayak, canoe, or paddleboard, stop by the Oleta River Outdoor Center. Have your own kayak? You lucky duck! The park also has launching ramps designated for private access. A must-see destination on your paddling journey is Sandspur Island, a beach and hammock island south of the mainland. Luckily, the island doesn’t have droves of prickly sandspurs growing on it, but it does have a raccoon welcoming party. These pudgy critters are accustomed to being near humans, so if you park your boat on the island, keep an eye on your belongings. Raccoons are cunning and persistent and will snatch your stuff at the first opportunity (no wonder they wear a bandit’s mask). However, they’ll usually scurry away if shooed. If you stick to the mainland, the park has reservable pavilions for outdoor gatherings and even fourteen small cabins for overnight stays.


The butterfly garden trails made by the nonprofit group Friends of Oleta River State Park have identification cards on the plants and educational signage. You’re bound to find zebra longwings, hammock skippers, and orange Julias there. Coastal birds such as cormorants, pelicans, and egrets can also be found throughout the park, hanging around in the uplands, on the shore, or in the river.



East Greynolds Park



Following the Oleta River northward will take you to Maule Lake, which was a limestone quarry before it was a body of water. Directly west of Maule Lake is the county-owned East Greynolds Park. Managed by the county’s Environmentally Endangered Lands (EEL) program, the park contains a mix of mangrove and hardwood hammock habitat. As a protected ecosystem, the mangroves have undergone restoration work, mostly to remove the invasive seaside mahoe trees that have taken hold here. In addition to having its own kayak rental center and launching ramp, the biggest draw to East Greynolds Park is the Northeast Regional Dog Park. This fenced, off-leash dog park is popular but spacious enough to not feel crowded.
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Dense mangrove and buttonwood fringes grow next to the popular dog park at East Greynolds.








TRIP 3



Arch Creek Park


This small, tucked-away park in North Miami is named for its limestone bridge situated atop a running stream.
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WHERE: 1855 NE 135th Street, North Miami, FL 33181


PARKING: Parking near the museum is limited, so consider parking further along the roadway and accessing the trail system from its several entrances.


ENTRANCE FEE: None


DIFFICULTY, DISTANCE, ACCESS: Easy. Entrances to the hammock trail are near the parking spaces. Directional signs within the trails help direct visitors, and benches offer quiet spots to sit. The museum is ADA accessible. Large tree roots along the trails may make accessibility difficult.


FACILITIES: Restrooms at the museum.


BEST TIME: All year; look out for special events.





The limestone bridge at Arch Creek Park has been here for centuries, but with one important caveat: the original fell in 1973, a casualty of overuse or sabotage depending on who you ask. Today’s bridge is a replica. It’s a shame to have lost the original, as it carried the historical legacy of the Tequesta, who used the bridge to cross between Biscayne Bay and the Everglades. Thankfully, the entire park is now dedicated to preserving the natural and human history of the area and is listed in the United States National Register of Historic Places.


History Spanning Many Eras


The park’s museum, located by the southern entrance, holds a collection of artifacts from different periods of Miami’s history, from the time when giant mastodons roamed South Florida all the way to the pioneer age. As a general rule, something must have been buried for a minimum of fifty years before being designated as an artifact. Of particular importance to the park are the Tequesta artifacts discovered by archaeologists. Because the Tequesta stuck close to the coast, marine mollusks were a big part of their diet. Some mollusk shells were used to make tools, but most were discarded in mounds called shell middens. One of these middens is preserved within the park today. The Military Road, which is now the parking area, was built by the federal government during the Seminole Wars to facilitate mobility of troops and supplies. Fast forward through the centuries, and the running water of the creek was used by settlers to power an industrialized mill for processing coontie (a native plant that’s been overharvested for its valuable starch). Today, the park is used for the enjoyment of nature and educational programming.
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This reproduction replaces the original, naturally occurring limestone bridge over Arch Creek, which had stood for many centuries until its collapse in 1973.






The Hardwood Hammock and Butterfly Garden



Arch Creek Park contains a cherished patch of hammock forest, punctuated by lower pockets of moist soils that support communities of wetland plants. Though the typical hammock fare is present (including gumbo limbo, pigeon plum, and cabbage palms), it is the old, large live oak trees that truly make the park special. With trunks several feet in diameter and sweeping branches decorated with airplants and resurrection ferns, the live oaks look like ancient guardians of the smaller plants growing beneath them. The walking trails through the hammock are leisurely, and the benches found within encourage visitors to sit for a moment to take in the scenery. One particular open area with three benches is called the Hammock Rest Area, perfect if you visit with a small group. A butterfly garden near the main entrance, along with nectar and host plants growing around the park, attract plenty of these colorful fliers. Wild lime is also common along the edges of the hammock trails. If you observe one for a few minutes, you’re bound to see the kite-like wings and yellow and black stripes of a giant swallowtail, North America’s largest species of butterfly.
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Arch Creek Park offers shaded seating on hot summer days.





Events


Miami EcoAdventures offers educational programming at Arch Creek Park and is one of the few places in Miami that offers nighttime tours through the trails, increasing your odds of spotting some of our nocturnal wildlife like opossums, raccoons, and owls. Night events usually culminate in a marshmallow roast around the park’s large, open fire pit. Daytime guided hikes are also offered, in addition to occasional novice archery classes and archaeology programs.





TRIP 4



Amelia Earhart Park


With lots of room for activities, this family-oriented spot boasts diverse amenities that appeal to the entire age spectrum.
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WHERE: 401 E 65th Street, Hialeah, FL 33013


PARKING: Free weekday parking and paid parking on weekends and holidays.


ENTRANCE FEE: None


DIFFICULTY, DISTANCE, ACCESS: This is a larger park; reference a map beforehand. Bicycle trails are of varying difficulty. Paved walkways accessible for wheelchairs are found throughout.


FACILITIES: Restrooms, pavilions, and a dog park.


BEST TIME: All year; particularly popular for hosting birthday parties.





This 515-acre greenspace is a welcome break from the concrete that makes up much of Hialeah. The park has large open fields, an abundance of trees, pavilions, and lakes offering opportunities for recreation and relaxation. It is a microcosm of Miami, culturally and ecologically. People of diverse backgrounds come to enjoy its spaciousness while the flora and fauna, both native and non-native, seem to strike a temporary truce for the sake of keeping the hearty vibe of the park.
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The tranquil lakes at Amelia Earhart Park





The Unfortunate Last Voyage


You’re probably familiar with intrepid aerial explorer Amelia Earhart, who broke several aviation records and milestones, including being the first female aviator to fly across the Atlantic Ocean alone in 1932. In 1937, Earhart attempted to circumnavigate the world, determined to be the first woman to do so. This voyage is infamously known as her last, for she disappeared somewhere over the Pacific on her way to Howland Island. The mystery of her fate remains unsolved. Miami-Municipal Airport, now known as the Miami-Opa Locka Executive Airport, which is just north of what is now Amelia Earhart Park, was one of her stopping points. In the late 1930s, the land that makes up the park was undeveloped. It officially opened in 1980 and was named in her honor to commemorate her bravery and her legacy.


A Blend of Nature and Urbanization


Many come to Amelia Earhart Park, colloquially shortened to Amelia, to enjoy a balance between the beauty of nature and the safety of an open urban park. It’s a reach to call the park a natural area, as the bulk of it consists of expansive lawn dotted by hundreds of large specimen trees. However, it’s a mistake to overlook the nature here. Most of these trees are native species, including oak, mahogany, gumbo limbo, and cabbage palm trees. Cypresses and pond apples grow along the edges of the park’s artificial lakes, along with a variety of native, semiaquatic wildflowers.
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Urban Paradise Guild is restoring native pine rockland habitat in the park
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Urban Paradise Guild


UPG is a local nonprofit organization that works to rebuild natural habitats throughout Miami-Dade County. In addition to leading projects at Vizcaya Museum and Gardens and Arch Creek East Preserve, they also have an active pineland enhancement project at Amelia Earhart Park. Since 2019, UPG has recruited volunteers to plant native South Florida slash pines along the southern border of the park. Around each pine, they plant native wildflowers and butterfly host plants so the space can also function as a pollination corridor. UPG employs dynamic, practical strategies to conduct their work, and the results speak for themselves. The pines are growing beautifully, on their way toward becoming a unique type of forest within the park. The organization has no shortage of volunteer opportunities. Check them out and get your hands dirty!





Unfortunately, the park hasn’t escaped the pernicious encroachment of invasive species, which have the effect of disrupting natural ecology. Native ibises intermingle with non-native Egyptian geese and Muscovy ducks. South American green and black iguanas bask in the sunlight by the water and entire sections of the park are littered with tall Australian pine trees. Despite conservationists’ qualms, those shady spaces between the trees do give these invaded corners a cool, open, almost whimsical quality. Additionally, the park’s mountain bike trails seem to have been created when every invasive plant species in Miami held a meeting and decided to make a forest together. And yet, somehow the state-protected Florida box turtle and a variety of birds, fish, and other reptiles all call Amelia Earhart Park home. Signs even warn of the potential presence of alligators (though you’re not very likely to find one).


Just about any outdoor activity you can think of is possible at Amelia Earhart Park. Among the appealing amenities are the popular bicycle trails, with tracks of varying difficulty and creative names such as Trick-or-Treat, Chupacabra, and Plymouth Rock. There was a time when Hialeah (a Seminole word meaning “beautiful prairie”) was a predominantly agricultural area. The Bill Graham Farm Village hearkens to this time, teaching the public through small agricultural plots that replicate historical ones. There is also a petting zoo and a large, barn-style facility for hosting social events. The tables and shaded pavilions scattered throughout the park are popular for hosting birthday parties, a nostalgic memory for many who grew up in Hialeah. For your adrenaline needs, Amelia is also home to the Miami Watersports Complex, where folks can rent a wakeboard or water skis to test their skills, speed, and ramp-jumping abilities on a powered zipline across Peregrine Falcon Lake. To top it all off, the park is dog friendly. A large, fenced in area called the Bark Park has plenty of space for furry family members, even designating areas for small dogs and large dogs.





TRIP 5



Simpson Park


Only eight acres and inconspicuously nestled within the urban infrastructure of Miami’s Brickell neighborhood, this dense hardwood hammock nevertheless carries the legacy of one of Miami’s biological treasures.
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WHERE: 5 SW 17th Road, Miami, FL 33129


PARKING: Free parking at park entrance and along South Miami Avenue.


ENTRANCE FEE: None


DIFFICULTY, DISTANCE, ACCESS: Easy. Trails are short and paved with crushed shells. Facilities are ADA accessible.


FACILITIES: Restrooms.


BEST TIME: The evergreen tropical hardwood forest remains verdant year-round.


SPECIAL NOTE: Ask the park staff to direct you to the Gulf licaria trees. This rare species is a must-see.





Predominantly a hardwood hammock forest, Simpson Park joins Alice Wainwright Park and Vizcaya Museum and Gardens as the last remaining fragments of the once-majestic Brickell Hammock, which formerly ran from the Miami River to Coconut Grove. Though the Brickell Hammock has been all but lost, these three parks keep the memory of it alive.


As Yoda once said, “judge me by my size, do you? And well you should not.” Though it is small, Simpson Park contains dozens of native plant species, many of them exceedingly rare. It has even been said the park might contain the highest concentration of floral diversity (most number of plant species per unit area) of any forest in the United States. As a place for education and peaceful reflection, this park can’t be beat.
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Entrance to Simpson Park and Educational Center





A Push to Preserve


Simpson Park has been around for more than a century; the City of Miami purchased the land from Mary Brickell in 1914 thanks to the public’s desire to preserve the land as a park. Initially called Jungle Park, its name was changed in the 1930s to honor botanist Charles Torrey Simpson. Known as “The Sage of Biscayne Bay,” he was one of Miami’s first conservationists. Even 100 years ago, many people understood the intrinsic value of the Brickell Hammock. Despite public calls for more land to be preserved, the city’s acquisition of the beautiful hammock remained limited. Over the years, the ancient hardwood forest gave way to buildings and roads, and Simpson park was neglected. In 2008 this jewel of a park was unearthed again, and a strong effort began to revamp the park’s accessibility and ecology. There is now a visitor center, well-maintained walking paths, and educational signage. Park staff regularly conduct restoration work to minimize the impact of invasive species.


The Jewel, Explored


Simpson Park contains ninety-six species of native hardwood trees, understory shrubs, and herbaceous plants—and another sixty-six non-native ones. As in other rockland hammocks, you’ll encounter plenty of strangler figs, pigeon plums, gumbo limbos, and stoppers. So densely foliated is the park, that it blocks out much of the surrounding urban noise. Standing at its center, you may almost forget the regular battalions of cars navigating Miami’s concrete jungle just outside. Benches are placed throughout, including next to its meditative koi pond. You’ll know you’ve achieved absolute stillness if a shy gray fox passes by unaware of your presence.
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