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Florida Shore

By Doug Alderson

I walk the Florida shore

Where Native Americans fished

And conquistadores landed

Where fiddler crabs still scurry into marsh

And raccoons stalk at sunset.

For eons, human and animal footprints have been washed away with each tide

Twice daily

The shore refreshed and renewed.





INTRODUCTION
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Florida has numerous quaint RV parks along its coast, such as the Ho-Hum RV Park along the Forgotten Coast.




The charm of Florida cannot be put on paper. Once felt, however, it lingers with its victim so long as he draws breath. It is a composite of an infinite variety of physical elements blended with an undefinable something for which there is no word in our language, something almost spiritual in its power to instill that sense of general well-being, the feeling that all’s right with the world and with one’s soul which the old Greeks called “euphoria.”

—FRANK PARKER STOCKBRIDGE AND JOHN HOLLIDAY PERRY, SO THIS IS FLORIDA, 1938
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Wanted

Field Director for long-distance paddling trail along Florida’s entire coast.

Job Duties: kayaking; taking GPS readings; kayaking; plotting routes on a map; kayaking; determining locations of rest stops, launches, points of interest, potable water, resupply opportunities, campsites, and motels; kayaking; coordinating with local paddlers, paddling clubs, outfitters, government officials, land and water managers, and coworkers; kayaking.



For a water-loving outdoors person, putting together a long-distance paddling trail is a dream job. For three years, my job for the state of Florida was to scout the 1,515-mile Florida Circumnavigational Saltwater Paddling Trail from emerald Gulf waters along the Florida Panhandle, around North America’s southernmost tip at Key West, to historic Fort Clinch State Park along the Georgia border on the Atlantic side. My travels encompassed every mile of Florida’s coast and every Florida coastal habitat type, from barrier island dune systems to salt marsh to man-groves. Highlights included island hopping along the “Forgotten Coast,” paddling the remote Ten Thousand Islands in South Florida, and experiencing the beauty of a place with an unflattering name—Mosquito Lagoon. But I found all parts of Florida’s coast to have distinct characteristics and scenic beauty. The more I explored, the more my appreciation deepened, and it continued long after my dream job ended.

But my love affair with Florida’s coast began far earlier than the Circumnavigational Trail. Within a few months of moving to Florida in 1968, my parents devised a plan to tour the state with a rented pop-up camper, staying mostly at state parks. We moved down the East Coast all the way to Key West and returned by way of the West Coast. We boated, snorkeled, fished, swam, and hiked, and what a grand adventure it was! For newbies from a Chicago suburb, Florida’s coast was a dynamic, ever-changing canvas. We arrived home in Tallahassee with sand in our shoes and salt in our spirits. It has never left.


[image: The Florida Circumnavigational Saltwater Paddling Trail. OFFICE OF GREENWAYS AND TRAILS, FLORIDA DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION.]
The Florida Circumnavigational Saltwater Paddling Trail.

OFFICE OF GREENWAYS AND TRAILS, FLORIDA DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION.
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Great blue heron at Fort De Soto Park along Tampa Bay in early morning.



Florida’s coast conjures up images of emerald-tinted waters of Pensacola and Destin, the high rugged dunes of Cape San Blas, the remote barrier islands of the Forgotten Coast, and the tidal mazes and underwater sea grass prairies along the Nature Coast. Sandy shores and palm trees—along with mangrove jungles—begin around Pinellas County and continue south all the way to Marco Island. And just when you thought these classic beaches that alternate between carefully protected parks and human enclaves will go on forever, there is remoteness and wilderness again in the Ten Thousand Islands and Everglades National Park, where one can travel days without seeing a building higher than a Seminole-style chickee at a primitive campsite.

The unique Florida Keys is a world unto its own with Gulf waters in Florida Bay joining the vast Atlantic Ocean at gaps between islands often marked by historic Roman-style bridges originally built for Henry Flagler’s railroad more than a century ago.

Miami’s Biscayne Bay includes wild islands like Elliott Key and Boca Chita Key as well as man-made islands planted with native palms and a skyline unsurpassed in the Sunshine State.

Moving up the East Coast, cities are interspersed with wild beaches with tall dunes and some that feature unique rock formations such as at Blowing Rocks Preserve near Jupiter and Washington Oaks Gardens State Park near St. Augustine. Some of the country’s most magnificent lighthouses are found along the East Coast, too, ones that you can climb such as at Jupiter Inlet and Anastasia to gain a bird’s eye view of a coastal panorama.

The Big Talbot/Amelia Island area is a fitting terminus for Florida’s East Coast with its high, live oak-covered bluffs and rich history.

The human culture of Florida’s coast is as varied as the terrain, ranging from rustic fishing hamlets that have tapped the sea’s bounty for generations to condo communities consisting mostly of people originating from colder climates. Select coastal towns and cities are featured in the book as well. For the purposes of this book, Florida’s coast has been divided into 12 distinct segments, generally following names and boundaries applied by local and regional tourist promotion entities, while the final chapter describes ways you can help Florida’s coast.

The central theme of the book is how Florida’s coast is a unique blending of beauty, natural history, and human culture, showcasing why it is the most dynamic and varied in the nation.

As you explore Florida’s coast with me in this book, I also urge you to visit in person and make your adventure unique, and to take it slowly. Don’t miss the leaping dolphins, cavorting manatees, or diving pelicans. Catch every sunrise and sunset. And meet the people, especially those salty characters who have made the coast their permanent home. You’ll likely need many journeys because one can never take it all in.
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The narrow strip of Gulf shore between Panama City and Pensacola is the popular weekend and summer vacation ground for many Alabamans who travel less than 100 miles to achieve a salt-water tan. Along the highways to the shore automobiles loaded with bathing, fishing, and golf paraphernalia are numerous from Friday to Sunday. Cottages, hotels, and rooming houses are filled; Saturday night dances are gala affairs at Panama City and Pensacola hotels, and at the many beach casinos between the cities.

—FLORIDA: A GUIDE TO THE SOUTHERNMOST STATE,
 FEDERAL WRITERS PROJECT, 1939



THE EMERALD NORTHWEST
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To grasp how much Florida’s Emerald Coast has evolved over the past century, look at the example of Norwegian sailor Theodore Tollofsen who shipwrecked during a hurricane on what is now St. Andrews State Park in 1929. Fondly known as “Teddy the Hermit,” Tollofsen found the place so remote—there was no bridge to the Grand Lagoon—that he decided to stay permanently. He remained until his death in 1954. His makeshift shack, one that utilized elements of his beached sailboat, formerly stood between park campsites 101 and 102.

Coastal land in the area was inexpensive during those times. When the state of Florida acquired the first 302 acres for St. Andrews State Park from the federal government in 1937, the bargain price was $2.50 an acre. As an archeologist friend pointed out to me, many parts of the Florida coast were considered harsh environments in historic times. They were places to fish, make salt and turpentine, and maybe take a dip, but not to make lengthy stays or live permanently. Coastal environments bore the brunt of storms, some so severe that the very sand foundation of a structure would wash away. As a result, the coastline would constantly shift with passes to bays and estuaries either opening or closing. The phenomenon still occurs today, even more so as hurricanes become stronger and more frequent due to climate change. Most modern coastal buildings, however, are built to higher standards, and federal flood insurance allows for rebuilding. Air conditioning and mosquito control have also played prominent roles in the development of Florida’s coast and interior.



[image: Colorful 1930s-era “Rainbow Cabins” at Camp Helen State Park.]
Colorful 1930s-era “Rainbow Cabins” at Camp Helen State Park.



Despite the risks, the lure of the Panhandle’s sugar sand beaches and clear emerald waters created a building and tourist boom, starting in the 1930s with the “gay-colored summer cottages” that lined the dunes west of Panama City Beach, according to the Federal Writers Project guide to Florida in 1939. You can still see carefully preserved examples of these colorful beach cottages at Camp Helen State Park, once a resort for employees of an Alabama textile mill. Because these Panhandle coastal areas catered heavily to folks from Alabama, especially in summer when south Florida was experiencing its down season, the area was often dubbed “the redneck riviera.” Now, visitors from other southeastern states and Canada are as much a part of the summer scene as Alabamans.

A major lure of the Emerald Coast was and is the sand itself, considered some of the whitest in the world, like powdered sugar. It sparkles with quartz particles carried down from the southern Appalachians for millennia by the Chattahoochee and Apalachicola Rivers, starting when the mountains were as tall as any in the world today, making these beaches unique. The sand actually squeaks when you walk on it! Bags of the sand are even sold online for crafts. These quartz sands extend westward from the Apalachicola River to Pensacola Pass.

And what about the emerald waters of the Emerald Coast? The water’s clarity is due to geography. The region is far enough away from where the Mississippi River empties into the Gulf so as not to be muddied, and the emerald color is primarily due to the sun reflecting off harmless, microscopic algae. When seen against the white sand, an emerald hue seems to glow!

The name of the Emerald Coast itself was coined by a middle school student in 1983 as part of a contest for a new area slogan. Andrew Dier won $50 for a label that helped usher in untold millions in tourist revenue. And while the label was initially claimed only by Okaloosa and Walton Counties, the Emerald Coast now applies to that stretch of shoreline from Pensacola to Panama City, covering five counties.

Since the first tourist boom of the 1930s, Emerald Coast attractions, gift shops, restaurants, and motels have been reinvented numerous times, the buildings getting taller and more expansive with each incarnation. Protective dunes, quaint coastal roads, mom and pop establishments, funky roadside attractions, and shoreline forests have been the primary sacrifices of such evolution.


[image: Evening along the Emerald Coast at Fort Walton Beach.]
Evening along the Emerald Coast at Fort Walton Beach.



Author Tim Hollis tried to capture tourist development patterns of the Emerald Coast in Florida’s Miracle Strip, concluding: “It is true that trying to document the development of a tourist capital is made extremely difficult by the tendency of such areas to care only about the here and now. Compounding the problem is that, quite often, there seems to be a certain amount of embarrassment among the locals when it comes to discussing the tackier elements of the region’s reputation when, ironically, those are the elements that linger most fondly in visitors’ memories, and they do so long after economic reality has made them obsolete.”

Panama City Beach had by far the largest number of tourist-oriented attractions, ones that included Western theme parks such as Tombstone Territory and Petticoat Junction, the Miracle Strip Amusement Park, “Snake-a-Torium” reptile center, and several funky miniature golf courses. Like shifting sands on a beach, most are gone now, but the 1950s-era Goofy Golf, where giant colorful dinosaurs and other features are part of the course, is the last of its kind to survive. And dolphins still leap as they have for decades during daily shows at Gulf World Marine Park and at Gulfarium in Fort Walton Beach.

Another transformation along the Emerald Coast involves “new urbanist” master-planned communities such as Seaside and WaterColor. Seaside, adjacent to Grayton Beach State Park, is where parts of the movie The Truman Show featuring Jim Carrey was filmed. In the movie, Truman Burbank lives a perfect life in an idyllic small town, the unwitting star of a reality television show until he slowly figures out the scenario and plans an escape.

The main attraction of Seaside is its small-town feel—town squares, walkable neighborhoods, and cracker-style architecture. There are no looming condos here! Most houses are built with wood frames and feature wide roof overhangs, big porches, and windows that actually open for cross ventilation. Of course, there are modern innovations, such as central heat and air, and prices far beyond the reach of a cracker homesteader. Seaside lots that sold for $15,000 in 1981 will now fetch more than $1 million. The principles of New Urbanism that Seaside developed so well have been emulated by hundreds of planned communities in the United States, including nearby WaterColor. WaterColor was built by the St. Joe Company, a former tree farm giant and pulp manufacturer turned developer.

The opening page for WaterColor’s website reads like a description of Andy Griffith’s Mayberry with a coastal feel: “A gulf breeze welcomes you, offering a sense of relaxation. Neighbors gather on expansive porches over lemonade. There’s an exceptional feeling of comfort and familiarity in the WaterColor community. It cultivates a true sense of place that is timeless, authentic, and welcoming for generations to come.” Unlike Mayberry, residents can access a boathouse with paddleboards, kayaks, and fishing equipment; an outdoor amphitheater; a lakeside pool; a bike barn; and more. But could Aunt Bee, Andy, Barney, and Gomer afford to live in WaterColor or in most communities along today’s Emerald Coast? In a pattern playing out throughout Florida, most workers in coastal communities have to commute from inland areas where housing is less expensive.

One inexpensive way to see the Emerald Coast is by kayak, camping along the way. Big Lagoon State Park near Pensacola marks the beginning of the 1,515-mile Florida Circumnavigational Saltwater Paddling Trail, a mapped route that reaches around Florida’s entire coastline. You can kayak camp almost every night. Thousands paddle short stretches of the trail every year, but only a few hardy souls tackle the entire trail. It’s not an easy journey, involving a bit more than sitting on a front porch in WaterColor sipping lemonade with neighbors. Bugs, storms, high winds, and waves can all be encountered. Then there are the sore muscles, the sunburn, and the salt and sand that seem to get into everything.

“This trip is an incredible challenge,” said Mary Mangiapia, who took just over three months to complete the trail in 2014. “Along the way, I have encountered 10-foot seas and numerous storms. I even cracked a Kevlar bulkhead while crossing Tampa Bay in big waves, and I also have teeth marks in my kayak from a bull shark.”

So, why do it? The reasons given by those who have completed the trail, a group known as “thru-paddlers,” are many.

Besides her trip’s challenges, Mary Mangiapia becomes philosophic. “Completing the trip and doing a large part of it solo helped me feel more confident in myself and my abilities. I found great peace being in nature and in living by the rhythms of the winds and tides. That has carried on well beyond the trip.


[image: Matt Keene signs trail logbook at Big Lagoon State Park in January 2009 as the first person to complete the entire Florida Circumnavigational Saltwater Paddling Trail.]
Matt Keene signs trail logbook at Big Lagoon State Park in January 2009 as the first person to complete the entire Florida Circumnavigational Saltwater Paddling Trail.



“I saw lots of wildlife, and I treasure the memory of dolphins escorting me through a storm. I met kind people from all walks of life who helped me along the way and I am still friends with many of them. Even though I am a Florida native and have lived here my whole life, the trip allowed me to see areas of the state that I would have never seen otherwise.”


[image: The historic Wesley House in Eden Gardens State Park overlooks Choctawhatchee Bay.]
The historic Wesley House in Eden Gardens State Park overlooks Choctawhatchee Bay.



Matt Keene landed at Big Lagoon State Park in early 2009 after almost four months of paddling, becoming the first person to complete the entire trail. He did the trail in reverse, starting at Fort Clinch State Park at the top of Florida’s northeast coast along the Georgia border. “As you progress in your journey, your needs become simplified, and with that comes a simpler view of living your life,” he said. “You shed the weight of civilization—the stress, the doubt, the body fat… . Your confidence rises, and you learn to live day by day.”

Jodi Eller, who completed the trail in segments over several years, added, “The trail is amazing. It goes through so many different ecosystems. How the beaches change along the trail is just incredible. The trail made me a stronger paddler and it also redefined who I am in a way, bringing me back to the essence of being human. It’s a powerful experience to go through.”

Along the Emerald Coast, the Circumnavigational Trail skirts inside protective barrier islands from Pensacola to Destin. Then, one has a choice: paddle in open water along the beaches to Mexico Beach and Cape San Blas, or take the Intra-coastal Waterway from Choctawhatchee Bay all the way to Apalachicola. Most opt for the Intracoastal unless they are highly skilled at open water paddling, or very fortunate with the weather. The Intracoastal involves skipping much of the emerald waters of the Emerald Coast for a more interior route.

The majority of people who enjoy the waters off the Emerald Coast are recreational anglers with high-powered boats. Destin is billed as “the world’s luckiest fishing village,” a phrase coined by Florida governor Leroy Collins in 1956 when he caught a 19-pound king mackerel on only a 15-minute photo-op boat trip around East Pass. When asked about his incredible luck by a reporter, Collins smiled and replied, “Not if you’re fishing out of Destin. Them boys live with the fish. Destin’s the world’s luckiest fishing village.”

So, whether one is fortunate enough to live full time or part time along the Emerald Coast, or to simply fish, kayak, or lie on the beach for a few hours or days, the lure of quartz sands and emerald waters will surely continue to grow as it has for decades.


[image: Unspoiled coastal forest along the Emerald Coast in Topsail Hill Preserve State Park.]
Unspoiled coastal forest along the Emerald Coast in Topsail Hill Preserve State Park.
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FORGOTTEN NO MORE
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Dawn paddler along Piney Island near Panacea on the Forgotten Coast.



One generally thinks of lighthouses as being erected at strategic locations and standing strong for centuries due to their solid construction. But that hasn’t been the case with the Cape St. George Light along the Forgotten Coast. First erected in 1833 near West Pass between Apalachicola Bay and the Gulf, it was moved in 1848 because approaching boats from the east found it difficult to see. Three years later, the lighthouse was felled by a powerful hurricane, so a third lighthouse was built more than 400 yards from the Gulf. Here it remained through Civil War and hurricanes until coastal erosion gradually stripped away the beach, allowing waves to relentlessly pound the lighthouse base. Eventually, the structure tilted and then toppled in 2005. The lighthouse lay in pieces in the surf, but with community support and public and private funding, the salvageable remnants were relocated to nearby St. George Island in a public park where the lighthouse was painstakingly reconstructed according to the original 1852 plans.

“We tried to look at the bright side of it, and said ‘Well, if you can dig a dinosaur up out of the ground and put the bones back together in a museum, we can dig this lighthouse up and put the pieces back together,’” Dennis Barnell, president of the St. George Lighthouse Association, told USA Today. “It’s somewhat of a miracle.”

A replica of the original lighthouse keeper’s house was also built and serves as a museum and gift shop. Throngs of people visit in good weather and pay a few bucks to climb the 92 stairs for a panoramic view of the coast and bay.


Following the coast on our left, numerous reefs of large and very fat oysters continually obstructed our progress. We gathered a bushel with our hands in a very few minutes; but as the wind commenced to blow most spitefully, and the heavy forests of palms on the low shore offered a pleasant shelter, we disembarked about sunset in a magnificent grove of palmetto-trees, spending a pleasant evening in feasting upon the delicious bivalves, roasted and upon the half shell.

—NATHANIEL H. BISHOP, DESCRIBING A ROWBOAT TRIP ACROSS 
APALACHICOLA BAY AS PART OF A 2,600-MILE JOURNEY 
CHRONICLED IN FOUR MONTHS IN A SNEAK-BOX, 1879





[image: The reconstructed Cape St. George Lighthouse on St. George Island.]
The reconstructed Cape St. George Lighthouse on St. George Island.



A few years ago, while kayak camping on the remote and unpopulated Cape St. George, I met two people with family history related to the lighthouse, Joe Barber and Eleanor Hillman, brother and sister. They had taken a boat to the island from Carrabelle. Their grandfather, Edward G. Porter, was keeper of the Cape St. George Light from the late 1800s until his untimely death in 1913. He owned the island at the time. They said the island once had a schoolhouse and several cottages before being taken over by the military in the 1940s so soldiers could practice beach assaults before being deployed to Europe or South Pacific islands.



[image: The spiraling wood staircase of the Cape St. George Lighthouse.]
The spiraling wood staircase of the Cape St. George Lighthouse.



While the state of Florida paid $8.5 million for the 9-mile-long Cape St. George in 1977, Joe remembered when “you couldn’t give away these islands because of taxes.”

Joe worked as a commercial fisherman and guide for most of his life. “We’d go out for three or four days at a time,” he said. “We hardly ever came back with under 1,500 pounds of fish with three men working. One time, three of us in a little 36-foot boat caught 4,270 pounds of snapper in less than 24 hours.” They returned to the site and caught another 3,900 pounds of mixed grouper and snapper. “I’ve made a living on eight different boats,” he concluded. He also captained the St. George Island Ferry for several years before a bridge to the island was constructed.
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