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  INTRODUCTION




  For the quintessential Florida experience, drive slowly through some of the quiet, sleepy North Florida towns along their winding country roads lined by big oak trees festooned with Spanish-moss. There you can still find remnants of Old Florida, a Florida that is more a state of mind than a place. It is collard greens country, where life moves slow and easy. You will see old rustic and weathered frame homes with rusty tin roofs, clotheslines tied to trees, charming little churches tucked away in the woods beside quiet cemeteries, and old-timers who wave at you from their front porch as they watch their chickens scratch for worms. They may seem poor but their lives are rich beyond words. It won’t take long for Old Florida to seep into your soul and make you yearn for the simpler life enjoyed by Florida crackers of old. It is the forgotten Florida, but to those of us who were born here, it is the real Florida.




  What image comes to mind when you think of modern-day Florida? Sunshine? Palms? Beaches? Oranges? Disney World? There are those things and so much more to be seen and enjoyed in this state that Juan Ponce de León named La Florida. Although Florida is officially called the “Sunshine State,” and there certainly is plenty of sunshine here, Florida also receives more rainfall each year than any other state. Central Florida sustains more lightning strikes than anywhere else in the country, there are more reported shark attacks in Florida each year than in any other region on Earth, and Florida is the most hurricane-prone of all fifty states. Florida also has bragging rights over the second-largest freshwater lake in the United States, 663 miles of beaches, and more than eleven thousand miles of rivers, streams, and waterways. The longest stretch of US Highway 1 is in Florida and, if you drive south on it, you will end up at mile marker 0 in Key West. Indeed, if you want to take a rocket to the moon your journey must begin in Florida.




  How do you get the best out of all this? Try swaying to some hip folk blues at the Orange Blossom Jamboree, drifting lazily along on an inner tube down the wonderfully beautiful Ichetucknee River, hiring a fishing guide and stalking 200-pound tarpon on the flats with a fly rod, or taking in the nightlife along Ocean Drive on Miami Beach. Or you could forget about the rest of the world and paddle a canoe for a week or more along the remote and daunting 99-mile Everglades Wilderness Waterway. You might see bald eagles steal fish from ospreys, magnificent frigatebirds soar gracefully overhead, or bottlenose dolphin ravage schools of fish for dinner. Enjoy some fried catfish at The Yearling restaurant in Cross Creek, slurp a dozen fresh raw oysters at Apalachicola, or check out the world-famous Ron Jon Surf Shop in Cocoa Beach. While there try your hand at surfing or skim boarding. Drive down to the beautiful Florida Keys and go trolling offshore for huge marlin and sailfish during the day, watch for the green flash at sunset with the crowd at Mallory Square in Key West, and then at night sit on a barstool in Capt. Tony’s Saloon, where Ernest Hemingway bided away more than his share of time. Maybe Jimmy Buffett will be there. Look for me there, too.




  Today’s Florida is so diverse, it is difficult to define it. North Florida is a contradiction in terms, being more Southern than the rest of the state. It is the area that Florida journalist Al Burt aptly characterized as the “Tropic of Cracker.” After all, Georgia and Alabama border the region, so North Florida is actually a continuation of the Deep South. The Florida Panhandle is the location of the state capital, Tallahassee, along with some of the prettiest hilly countryside found anywhere in the country. Unlike the southern half of Florida, tourist season in the Panhandle is in summer, where Alabamans and Georgians go to enjoy the stunningly beautiful state parks and the powdery white-sand beaches. In fact, the Pan-handle beaches are jokingly called the “Redneck Riviera,” and the “Forgotten Coast.” This is where the esteemed Apalachicola oysters are harvested in the traditional fashion, from a skiff with a rake.




  Central Florida is famously synonymous with that sprawling mega-attraction called Walt Disney World that millions of visitors converge upon each year with a desire to delve into a world of fantasy. Central Florida is also the citrus belt, where most of the oranges and grapefruits are grown, and cattle ranches stretch for miles. Even the coasts of Central Florida are different, with long, sandy, high-energy beaches on the east coast that offer a playground for surfers, sunbathers, and swimmers, and where people go to watch astronauts soar into outer space from Cape Canaveral. The west coast is more laid back, with somnolent Gulf towns occasionally interrupted by bustling cities like Tampa, St. Petersburg, and Sarasota. Some of the best fishing in the state is in Central Florida, along with some incredible bird-watching opportunities too, so bring your binoculars and check out the Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge.




  Southeast Florida has metamorphosed into an ethnic melting pot, with people from all parts of the Caribbean and Latin America calling it home. It is the gateway to the Bahamas and the islands of the Caribbean and a springboard to the tropical Americas. Miami is, in fact, closer to Cuba than to Orlando and nearer to Jamaica than to Georgia. Bimini is just fifty miles from Miami or, to put it in perspective, closer than West Palm Beach. More Spanish is heard spoken in Southeast Florida than in the rest of Florida combined. Creole, too. Southeast Florida is mostly flat, with elevations above sea level ranging from three to twenty feet, so it’s a great place for biking and hiking if you like endless stretches of flat land.




  Southwest Florida is dominated by 1.5 million acres of swampland called the Everglades, along with the great watery expanse of the adjacent Big Cypress National Preserve. Old gladesmen like to tell unwitting tourists that if they want to carry on a conversation in the Everglades they’ll have to throw a rock through the mosquitoes and yell through the hole. During the summer this comes close to being true. Southwest Florida also boasts cities like Naples, which lies in stark contrast to the Everglades by claiming the most golf holes per capita in the United States. If you love swamps, Southwest Florida is also home to the fabulous Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park, Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary, Florida Panther National Wildlife Refuge, and CREW Marsh.




  And then trailing more than one hundred miles west off the southern tip of mainland Florida are the rocky Florida Keys, which are completely unlike any other part of the state in flora, fauna, ambience, winter temperatures, and even culture. The average elevation is five feet above sea level, making the Keys particularly vulnerable to the ravages of hurricanes. Visit Key West during the Halloween Fantasy Fest, where body paint often replaces various articles of clothing, and see where bizarre becomes normal. Born-and-raised residents of the Florida Keys proudly call themselves Conchs and claim they live in a drinking community with a fishing problem. The term Conch originates back to the olden days. When a baby was born in the Keys, the proud parents would pound a stake into the ground in front of their home and place a conch shell on top of it. Florida doesn’t stop at Key West either. Seventy miles farther west are the remote Dry Tortugas, now a national park, and where Fort Jefferson was built in 1846 to guard the mainland from pirates and conquistadors.




  If you are a first-time visitor to Florida, take it all in. But first take the roads less traveled and drive through small crossroads where time passes at a different pace than elsewhere in the state. See the real Florida before you go to Fantasyland. Make it a mission to visit the gold medal award–winning state parks that dot the entire state, where you can still see picturesque landscapes of natural Florida from predevelopment times. Florida also boasts outstanding national forests, parks, and preserves that offer exceptional outdoor experiences for people of all ages and abilities. There are hundreds of miles of long sandy beaches to choose from on both coasts, from Jacksonville clear around to Pensacola. Florida beaches range from those you can drive your car on, like sections of Daytona Beach, to wonderfully remote and beautifully pristine beaches like Cape Sable and Highland Beach in Everglades National Park. There’s also the glitz and glamour of Miami Beach, where the nightlife doesn’t begin until one o’clock in the morning. And don’t forget the gorgeous beaches of the Florida Panhandle or the famous shelling beaches of Sanibel Island.
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