

  [image: image]




  
SCENIC DRIVING FLORIDA





  Praise for previous editions




  “Scenic Driving Florida deserves a permanent home in every Florida car’s glove compartment.”




  —Florida Monthly magazine




  “For those who love a road they’ve never driven or those who weary of trails well traveled, Scenic Driving Florida is the perfect companion.”




  —Florida Heritage magazine




  “. . . a good traveling companion. . . . It would make a fine welcoming gift to a newcomer and a useful guide for families planning weekend trips.”




  —Florida Wildlife magazine




  “[The author] gives a perspective on the state that is thorough but easily readable




  . . . This is a great book for learning about this beautiful state and what it has to offer.”




  —The Village Sun, Orlando, Florida




  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


  




  We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. Please send your comments and suggestions to:




  editorial@GlobePequot.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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  Guilford, Connecticut




  To the memory of my parents, Albert and Marian Godown, who filled me with a wonder about the globe and all the life on it.




  

    All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. We recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling. Globe Pequot Press assumes no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in activities described in this book.
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  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




  Here’s a tip of the sun visor to those who labor, unair-conditioned, out in the field, accompanied by mosquitoes and no-see-ums, at Florida estuarine research reserves, seashores, rivers, lakes, parks, preserves, museums, and historic sites. To them and to the public agency staffers, business owners, strangers, and friends along each drive route who help in the adventure of producing this guide, I am grateful.




  I renew my salute to all applauded in earlier editions, plus for this volume send a basket of live oak seedlings to Anna Annino, Paolo Annino, Jody Taylor, H. J. Cummins, Capt. Mike Fuery, Susan Hill, Victoria Terre, and many others. At GPP I salute: Amy Lyons, Lynn Zelem, Joanna Beyer, Melissa Baker, Daniel Lloyd, and Brooke Martin. GPP is steadfastly interested in scenic areas and I applaud that.




  The state Library of Florida is always a writer’s haven and repository of key information—thank you for still being there.




  A scenic driver is incomplete without her wheels, so for the spot rechecking of drives in the 3rd edition, I must kick the tires in affection for my reliable old Ford van, purchased from the appropriately named Sunrise Ford in Fort Pierce. Mine is one in a long line of Fords derived from the genius of the Florida winter resident (see Punta Rassa in Drive 29) who sent my father on scenic drives in Fords beginning with Dad’s first Tin Lizzie; Henry Ford should rest well knowing this version of his tire-treader found its way safely down every remote path I steered it.




  I would be without many good books that helped inform my Florida understanding if my mother hadn’t years ago given me her eclectic library of books, articles, and materials, along with sharing her zestful Florida knowledge. Joanna Godown kept me company on several drives, including 3rd-edition rechecked routes near Cedar Key, and I especially remember when we were delighted to see three otters cross the road (safely!), when we spotted quail feeding in the Lower Suwannee National Wildlife Refuge and deer browsing at Manatee Springs State Park, and when we enjoyed scenic views in and around Gainesville. As she says, “Go! Gators!”




  I thank Rosemont Ventures of Sunapee, N.H., for making it possible for me to be outdoors in parks and preserves in the Big Cypress and Everglades regions in summer, via skin protection with Herbal Armor, and I am grateful for New Leaf Market, Tallahassee, where I bought this modern version of what Florida Indians must have applied to their bodies.




  I am always a fan of the prolific historian Michael Gannon, editor of The New History of Florida and author of acclaimed Florida books. The Short History of Florida, his new one from the University Press of Florida, which this former broadcaster also reads in his golden voice on CD, is an ideal choice to play while you meander. It was my fine fortune to study years back with Dr. Gannon at the University of Florida.




  One Florida short-story collection I appreciated along the road during work on the 3rd edition also became a spiritual guide: A River in Flood, by Marjory Stoneman Douglas, collected and engagingly introduced by Kevin M. McCarthy. I enjoyed extending my daily research into the night on some trips by reading a clever story set in the same territory as Drive 28: Nature Girl, by the incomparable novelist Carl Hiaasen, a Miami Herald columnist who doesn’t let the bad guys in Florida get off easy.




  Finally, I applaud advocates—you know who you are—who stick their necks out and sometimes risk livelihoods to keep our coastal and inland waters clean. Without these brave hearts, this book wouldn’t exist, because “the wild heart of Florida,” as writer Susan Cerulean calls it, would be without scenic drives.




  INTRODUCTION: A FLORIDA PRIMER




  John Steinbeck wrote in Travels with Charley that the very name Florida “is a golden word” and is irresistible. Proof that Steinbeck was right lies in its scenic places, celebrated in this guide. From familiar ocean and gulf shores wilderness to unexpected North Florida red bluffs and ravines, Florida still preserves scenic places found via scenic drives. These places of wonder may be your own backyard staycation. Or they may represent a journey of a lifetime.




  Either way, the iconic space view of Florida, a recognizable skinny finger of fragile land pointing to the tropics, underscores the peninsula and Panhandle’s slim, special nature.




  On your journeys, what will you find? With about 8,400 curving miles along a meandering necklace of islands, islets, and bays (2,200 more linear miles), the Florida coastal footprint is second only to Alaska’s. Florida is more than impressive coastal views, though. The peninsula’s freshwater shores sparkle in at least 1,700 rivers and streams. The state’s 7,700 lakes are dwarfed by one, the second-largest within one state’s border, shallow Lake Okeechobee. Most of the state sits near sea level or below, so small hills found in central and northern Florida delight visitors; 70- to 100-foot red bluffs along Panhandle riverfronts astound hikers. The bubbling presence of about 600 springs makes Florida the top springs state, with twelve state parks named for springs attracting two million visitors a year. Florida’s wetlands are vital water-cleansing zones, nature’s nursery for plant, bird, mammal, amphibian, insect, fish, and other aquatic life. An acre of Florida estuary, where salt water and fresh mix, creates more food for plants, animals, and people than an acre of wheat field.




  Scenic Regions


  




  Florida’s Panhandle, including the curve of the Big Bend along the Gulf of Mexico, is a surprising stretch of red clay hills, river ravines with Appalachian mountain laurel, sand hills, and flat pine forests where black bear roam. Native footpaths have been converted into nationally acclaimed oak-lined country roads that pass cotton fields and cornfields. Nearby find limestone caves, rivers rippled by subtle shoals, small coastal fishing communities and interior villages with blossoming magnolia trees, eclectic museums, popular Gulf of Mexico beaches, and remote saltwater marshes—coastal zones that are stopovers for raptors and other migrating birds.
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  The Ten Thousand Islands region of Everglades National Park is home to mangrove islands of many shapes and sizes.




  Northeast Florida, to the east of the Panhandle, holds a breezy historic savanna where buffalo and eagles thrive. The region has clear-water springs, stunning rivers, a great pine forest, legendary swamps, and wide potato fields. A string of Atlantic Ocean sea islands marches along the shore to the northern border, protecting towers of dunes and sheltering marshy backcountry coves where winter birds, including flotillas of ducks, feed.




  Central Florida is cloaked by a pine forest in the unique sand scrub habitat, filled with clear springs and rivers, and visited by road-crossing black bear. Citrus groves and cattle pastures roll across the hilly landscape. To the west, where the terrain is characterized by marshes and isolated out-island preserves, the land melts into the Gulf of Mexico. Along its east coast the region offers an Atlantic Ocean seascape of dunes, ancient Paleo-Indian mounds, and offshore shipwrecks. A winter bird marsh shelters the snouted, prehistoric-looking manatee, or sea cow.




  South Florida is the inscrutable last stronghold of the Florida panther. Here, the Everglades, the Big Cypress Swamp, and the Fakahatchee Strand give life. The famous Everglades, a “river of grass” dotted with cypress tree islands and orchid gardens, slopes gently to the mangrove coast of Florida’s Ten Thousand Islands, a twisted jungle that edges an aqua subtropical sea.




  Geology


  




  Florida’s land is geologically the youngest in the United States, emerging from the sea for the last time about 6,000 years ago. The Florida peninsula is primarily a limestone base full of holes; shelly sand, clay-filled sand, and ancient Appalachian quartz sand; crushed shell beds; silt; and rich peat. Caverns slowly carved by water that drips through the soft limestone make Florida a prime state for underwater caves. This same process creates geological surprises, sinkholes (a remarkable one is yours to discover on Drive 15) that open up under a thin crust of earth. Robert Frost, the New England poet-farmer, tended mango and avocado plants at his winter place near Miami. He took a few of Florida’s roads less traveled and told a reporter for the Miami Herald that his adopted state had “funny land.” He was right.




  Natural Florida


  




  Florida mothers more species of plants and animals than any other continental state except California and Texas. Florida shelters a natural menagerie of federally listed endangered species, including the right whale, sturgeon, manatee, Florida panther, snail kite, peregrine falcon, crocodile, wood stork, red-cockaded woodpecker, indigo snake, and loggerhead and green sea turtles. Other creatures, such as bald eagle, black bear, sandhill crane, caracara, and scrub jay, are listed as threatened. Still other famous Florida symbols not listed as threatened, such as alligator, porpoise, the leaping manta ray, the silver tarpon, river otter, snowy egret, and osprey, will thrive only if Florida’s waters remain clean.
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  Sea oats anchor sand on Florida beaches, allowing it to form dunes.




  Many of Florida’s trees and plants are endangered or threatened. This includes rare orchids, other delicate wildflowers, and the torreya tree. The Florida hothouse sprouts 314 species of trees (compared to about 160 along the Pacific Coast) and 3,500 other plant species, and shelters about 425 birds (more than half of all species in the United States). Florida waters are home to more than 200 freshwater fish species and more than 70 saltwater species, and 150 kinds of amphibians and reptiles live near the shores. The land also supports about eighty mammal species. These creatures compete for space with people and pavement in an urban state where about 200 new residents unpack their swimsuits and sandals every day.




  Because Florida is like no other place, most newcomers are understandably unschooled in the ways of natural Florida. Scenic Driving Florida is an invitation to learn more about the Florida story and to help in preserving the peninsula.




  Outdoors Advice


  




  Generally, these scenic drives are open year-round, but newcomers may want to avoid a summer visit on a first trip. Summer outdoors, to be honest, is inhospitable for all but the toughest visitor. As author Zora Neale Hurston wrote of her native state, “I love the way the sun shines in Florida, the rain too, in great slews or not at all.” While the great slews of sun are welcome in winter, they irritate when collected into a week of 95-degree-Fahrenheit days, aggravated by dense slews of rain and 70 percent humidity that pumps up the 95-degree temperature to a heat index of 124 degrees. Temperatures inside a car parked in the sun at a museum or a trailhead, with windows closed and air-conditioning off, can easily reach 110 degrees Fahrenheit and higher. If you overexert yourself in hot weather, you risk dehydration, heatstroke, and worse, sunstroke. Heavy summer and early fall rains make some roads and footpaths temporarily impassable. Storms can produce severe lightning; Florida is the national leader in deaths and injuries from lightning strikes. Mosquitoes, horseflies, biting midges, and other biting bugs prove that there is a food chain and we in Florida are part of it, especially in our long summer, April to October. June through November is hurricane season. Pay attention to news bulletins about the progress of tropical storms toward Florida if your vacation coincides with hurricane season. If you must come in summer, and some do to watch a great sea turtle mother lay eggs or to hike into preserves for a glimpse of summer-blooming orchids, wear light-colored, loose, cotton clothes and full-brimmed hats, use insect repellent (I like Herbal Armor, which I imagine must be like what the Paleo-Indians used), and reapply sunscreen frequently during daylight hours. (Hats and sunscreen are prudent in other seasons too.) Take along lots of water or Gatorade. For best wildlife viewing, rise early or venture out in the late afternoon and early evening, but also be aware that biting bugs are busiest at dawn and dusk.




  As for winter, while central and southern drives will be benign, visitors to northern Florida may want coats and long pants. Temperatures can reach 80 degrees Fahrenheit in February in northern Florida, but visitors are generally surprised to find winter highs of 40 to 50 degrees in the north, with nighttimes in the 30s, and an occasional freeze or flurries.




  Creatures


  




  Be alert. Rural roads are used by resident animals as well as motorists. I have seen fiddler crabs marching across them in platoons in coastal zones; take care not to crunch our inch-long fiddlers. Snakes—most in Florida are nonpoisonous—crawl onto roads to warm themselves. Land turtles also cross roads, usually to reach a source of water. If you help a stalled land turtle, move it to where it’s headed or it will begin to cross the road again. Alligators bask in sun on isolated road shoulders and, to the surprise of new visitors, in the middle of human footpaths that are near water. While some visitors find it tempting to toss them food, this is illegal and foolish. Even if you escape unharmed, think about the next person, especially a child, who comes along when a bold alligator taught to associate people with food expects a handout. Respect their wild nature: Don’t feed wild animals.
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  Scenic Florida is a land of small unexpected charms.




  Licenses for freshwater fishing are sold in most bait shops. For complete information about saltwater and freshwater fishing and licenses, contact the agencies listed in Appendix B, or ask your wildlife guide about limits and rules. Watch out for some sea creatures: Catfish have barbs, and jellyfish and Portuguese man-of-war drift inshore to some beaches and can sting even if beached on the sand. Others, such as horseshoe crabs, prehistoric creatures with brown armor and a pointed spike, are mean-looking but harmless—unless you step on their hard shells.




  At busy fishing piers, accidentally hooked pelicans or line-entangled seagulls are an emergency to handle. In many areas wildlife rehabilitation centers or designated veterinarians try hard to rescue wounded animals.




  Watch for wildlife bounding onto the road; signs aren’t posted everywhere creatures are likely to roam. Every year black bears are killed on Florida roads. This occurs mostly at night, mostly during the spring and fall in central Florida, especially near and in the Ocala National Forest, so be alert there, too.




  It is always wise to make food inaccessible to animals when camping because of other foraging creatures, such as raccoons. If you do see a bear, make noise, quit approaching, and give it a wide berth. It is unlikely you will spy a Florida panther in the wild, so you have no need to fear them. Most panther sightings turn out to be bobcat and also, in northern and central Florida, coyote.




  If you see wildlife harassment or suspect violations, report the incident (you can remain anonymous) by telephone; phone numbers are in Appendix B.




  Remote Rescue


  




  Plan ahead. Don’t expect to rely on the kindness of park rangers or strangers. Join an emergency road service, but always start out by checking the oil, fluid levels, and tires of your automobile as well as weather forecasts. The remote roads that make up these scenic drives are not convenient roads on which to break down. The modern traveler in remote regions should take along a cellular telephone. In most areas, 911 is the emergency response number; otherwise dial 0. To increase security (and preserve the land) camp only in designated camping areas.




  Take Snapshots, Leave Sea Oats


  




  Visitors can take home a sample of soft sugar sand, an unoccupied seashell, a photograph of a green palmetto frond, or a glistening stream-polished stone. Don’t snitch other souvenirs from nature. It is illegal to pick stately sea oats, because their long, tough roots anchor drifting sands. It is also illegal to disturb Indian burial sites and other archaeological sites. All parks and preserves restrict the taking of plants and most animals. In some areas, such as Sanibel Island, it is illegal to take live shells (shells still inhabited by an animal). Today, everywhere in the state, it is customary to leave live shells so they can reproduce.




  How to Use This Guide


  




  Each chapter offers one drive, accompanied by a photograph and a map. Use a GPs, your favorite map Web site, or a current Florida highway map and local maps for complete information. Some chapters include side trips, discussed at the end of the main drive. Drive contact information can be found in Appendix A, at the back of the book. Florida public agencies and selected groups that deal with natural and historic Florida are listed in Appendix B. Recommended further reading and a detailed index conclude the book.




  At the start of each chapter, “at a glance’’ material offers a recommended travel season or a specific time to avoid, often linked to wildlife events or blooming plants, or to difficulties, such as excessive summer heat and humidity. Here, too, look for a summary of route numbers, significant sites, preserves, and general camping information.
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  Horseback riding is permitted on the beach at Amelia Island State Park.




  Drive routes are numbered as they appear on Florida road maps. Most of the drives are paved—any unpaved portions and any expected rough conditions are noted. Chapters may mention a WARNING, such as cautions about a dirt road that may become temporarily impassable after heavy rain, and they also may include a NOTE, for example, about odd hours at points of interest, such as the midweek closing of a museum.




  As you visit the sites illuminated on these scenic drives, the chapters will also help with a backward glance to guide you in thinking of these Florida travelers: mammoth hunters; Paleo-Indians and later American Indians; Spanish conquistadores; European colonists; enslaved Africans and free blacks; oxcart pioneers; Cuban freedom fighters; 1880s steamboat tourists; cow hunters; “Tin Can” tourists; and space pioneers.




  We will never know what most of those individuals thought of Florida, but it is my wish that these scenic drives help you think so well of this state, you’ll want to pull Florida close to your heart. Enjoy!
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  Red Bluffs above Escambia BayBayou Texar to East Pensacola Heights to I–10



  




  General description: An 11-mile paved scenic Pensacola neighborhood drive skimming red bluffs in Florida’s Panhandle. Expect sweeping glimpses of a wide-open 1500s-era Spanish bay, with scenic pullovers in a historic North American region.




  Special features: Bayou Texar Marina Park, mom-and-pop business district with seafood shacks, Pensacola Bluffs Scenic Highway, Bay Bluffs Park with boardwalk and steps down to bay shoreline in longleaf pine forest canopy shade, Old Chimney Historic Site, photography, bird-watching, picnicking, boat-watching.




  Location: East Pensacola Heights, near Historic Pensacola Village district, about 185 miles west of Tallahassee.




  Drive route numbers and names: East Cervantes Street, Pensacola Bluffs Scenic Highway, and US 90, which all refer to the same roadway.




  Travel season: Year-round, but summer heat and strong summer storms can make seasonal outdoor activities uncomfortable.




  Camping: The Gulf Islands National Seashore at Pensacola Beach on Santa Rosa Island and the national seashore unit 15 miles southwest of Pensacola at Perdido Key offer public camping, as does the Big Lagoon State Park.




  Services: Pensacola has all services, including charming historic districts homes converted to B&Bs.




  Nearby points of interest: Pensacola Visitor Center; Historic Pensacola Village and Seville Square; Colonial Archaeological Trail; Pensacola Historical Museum; T. T. Wentworth Jr. Florida State Museum; Gulf Islands National Seashore, including Fort Pickens, Fort Barrancas/Pensacola Lighthouse, and Perdido Key; Gulf Breeze, with the Naval Oaks section of the national seashore and the Zoo; National Museum of Naval Aviation at Pensacola Naval Air Station; and, University of West Florida Underwater Archaeology Center.




  Time zone: Central.




  The Drive


  




  Ask a Florida resident about the state’s historic coastline bluffs, and expect a puzzled response. Most newcomers and even forty-year residents of flat South Florida know little of the tucked-away Florida Panhandle’s history or geology. This drive illuminates the region’s mid-1500s European ventures and also its red clay hills, a rolling terrain that mimics next-door Alabama’s topography. The drive glides as much as 75 feet above the bay shore, a Florida coastline high, with nary a coconut palm tree in sight. And the Panhandle is so far west, set your watch to Central Time.




  Close to the drive are the underwater ruins of a 1559 Spanish expedition’s fleet. Across Pensacola Bay, take a 15-mile side trip to waterfront ruins of an 1830s slave-built national fort that imprisoned the famed Apache leader Geronimo. Downtown Pensacola charms with a mix of Creole, Spanish, French, British, Native American, African-American, and U.S. territorial heritage, including a European colonization attempt of 1559. Although not permanent, this ill-fated colony predates cross-state St. Augustine, the oldest permanently settled city in the nation, to support Pensacola’s self-proclaimed title as “America’s First Place City,” the nation’s first settlement, as any local history buff can tell you.
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  The drive begins near a jaunty red-and-white marina on a bay inlet and quickly climbs through a mom-and-pop business district, to curve past leafy residential neighborhoods. Two paved overlooks along the route and a wayside historic site provide picnic places. There are also chances to walk on steep steps and sloping leaf-littered boardwalk, into the isolated longleaf pine coastal forest of the thirty-two-acre Bay Bluffs Park, a city retreat.




  A Bay Inlet Bayou


  




  Begin this scenic drive on East Cervantes Street’s Bayou Texar Bridge (a Spanish name pronounced Tay-har), decked out with lampposts reminiscent of the 1890s. Looking to the right from this low bridge, glimpse a portion of panoramic Escambia Bay, a sheltered mooring favored by Spanish explorers in wood ships of the 1500s. To the left on this bayou, enjoy the view of the small boats at their red-roofed moorings at Rooks Marina.




  Just after crossing the picturesque bridge, the Bayou Texar Marina Park on the left, the north side of East Cervantes Street, offers a shady picnic place and boat-launching site. Tucked behind the park, find Rooks Marina and the whitewashed Marina Oyster Barn, a local family-run eatery that’s the size of a large family boat (closed Monday).




  Turn left back onto East Cervantes Street and then take a right onto dead-ending Pickens Avenue. This is a several-block side jaunt to check out the view from flat Emanuel Point, also called English Point. Just offshore of the point, in Davy Jones’s Locker, is the wreck site where for 400 years evidence lay hidden of a failed Spanish conquest. Archaeologists believe one of the frigates of Spanish explorer Don Tristan de Luna y Arellano, a veteran of the Coronado expedition in the Southwest, was lost here. His hungry fleet arrived in this region from Mexico with great expectations in August 1559 but found no natives onshore to help them survive. A search up the Escambia River that feeds this bay and an inlet trek didn’t produce evidence of native crops or readily available sustenance. On september 19, 1559, the colonists were ravaged by a hurricane, which killed an unknown number of people, sank seven ships, and ran aground the rest of the expedition’s transport, including remains underwater here. Tristan de Luna left the area with other survivors in 1561. Permanent European settlement lagged until 1698. This archaeology site is off limits, but the colony’s desperate story is interpreted with artifacts at the downtown T. T. Wentworth Jr. Florida State Museum and nearby University of West Florida Underwater Archaeology Center at Pensacola, part of the region’s unique Colonial Archaeological Trail.




  Bring your own expedition back to East Cervantes Street from Pickens’s dead end and turn right (east). The drive bisects the East Pensacola Heights small-business district of homegrown services, such as a shed-size local barbershop on Perry Avenue, across from Jerry’s, a snack shop/drive-in on Cervantes Street and Perry Avenue established in 1939 and still serving up fried fish at bargain prices. In just a quarter mile or so East Cervantes Street climbs and curves left, to be named Pensacola Bluffs Scenic Highway. At the 90-degree curve, look left for the metallic blaze of the Scenic 90 Cafe, a modern tribute to the Airstream-trailer–style eateries of many a scenic trip.




  Now the route leaves the business district to skirt a leafy residential zone that continues until the drive’s end in about 9 miles, at I-10. Development names, such as Spanish Bluffs and Spyglass Point, reflect the route’s rich heritage.




  In addition to its tie to Spanish exploration, the bluffs are a significant coastal landmark and resource. As early as the 1750s, their red clay produced sturdy bricks, which helped fortify Fort Pickens in the Gulf Islands National Seashore. Bluff bricks sailed west to New Orleans and also as far south as Key West, to build Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas Islands.




  In about 2 miles, look on the right for the first wooden bluffs boardwalk and parking area, sometimes a local lovers’ lane even in daytime, across from a local cemetery.




  Steps into the Magnolia Bluff


  




  In just about one eighth of a mile, the next parking area on the right, for the Bay Bluffs Park and its mini-pavilion, usually has more neighborhood activity. This park was created after community activists campaigned to save Magnolia Bluffs from development. The 32-acre green glade is operated by the city of Pensacola. As you ascend the steps, note songbirds, such as mockingbirds and seasonally migrating warblers, in the coastal scrub forest. Longleaf pines are prevalent, along with coastal oak and magnolia. At various places, the bluffs are recorded by the U.S. Geological Survey as ranging 75 to 100 feet above the shoreline, which may be the highest point anywhere along Florida’s 1,350-mile meandering coast. Looking out over the water, imagine the view in the late 1800s during the height of the region’s timber trade, when hundreds of sailing ships moved through nearby Pensacola Bay and also this harbor. WARNING: Leaf litter and the steepness of the bluffs require caution when ascending or climbing the boardwalk and steps.




  Leaving the park, turn right. In about a half mile your drive descends to lowlands. Just after the traffic light with Langley Avenue, turn right into the small parking lot for the Old Chimney, a historic site. The 30-foot brick tower remains from the 1854 steam-powered Hyer-Knowles sawmill, which turned timber from heart-pine forests into prized, bug-proof lumber. A mill rebuilt by M. F. Gonzalez on site in 1881 helped support a community here called Bohemia, which declined with the mill’s close in the 1920s. Signage interprets the mill site near a tree canopy.
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  Escambia Bay forms a perfect scenic drive backdrop.




  This route began as a Native American footpath. Indian fighter Andrew Jackson rode this route to accept Florida as a territory in 1821. By 1929, postcards promoted it as a historic and scenic highway.




  Turn right from Old Chimney back onto Pensacola Bluffs Scenic Highway to travel north again for about 2 miles, climbing up bluffs to the drive’s end at the intersection with I-10. Just before Exit 17, towering on the bluff above this drive on the left (or west) side, a franchise hotel affords a panoramic view of Escambia Bay and the Escambia River wetlands. A fast-food eatery on the right, the end of this drive, offers bay and bluff view picnic tables, for customers only.




  National Seashore Side Trip


  




  Despite a 2,200-mile tidal shore, Florida claims just two national seashores, and one is nearby. So enjoy the sweeping views from the 3-mile scenic Pensacola Bay Bridge south from Pensacola beginning at the Pensacola Visitor Center on the bay, on US 98. The bridge deposits you in bayside Gulf Breeze, with its small shops, zoo, and Naval Oaks section of the national seashore. You may want to return here, after continuing south to set up camp (reservations highly recommended) at the Fort Pickens entrance to the national seashore. To continue, at Gulf Breeze take a second bridge south to Santa Rosa Island and head right (or west) on SR 399 for the Gulf Islands National Seashore main visitor center via the Fort Pickens gate. The wide-open sandscape of this national seashore is the result of its being raked by hurricanes. For the history alone, this seashore is phenomenal. The most famed seashore historic site is the actual Fort Pickens, built between 1829 and 1834. Walking in the ruins of this pentagon-shaped fortress, you can hear the old echoes of the armed bastions at each point and see a moat, bricked rooms, and arched passageways. The fort’s story is intriguingly interpreted at a visitor center that also offers a small aquarium and area natural history highlights. During the Civil War, Fort Pickens protected Union troops, and in 1887 it imprisoned Geronimo, the Apache leader. Another interpretive center at the 52-mile seashore’s Naval Oaks section, back at Gulf Breeze, explains how the president and Congress in 1828 ordered that Florida’s live oak trees be set aside for shipbuilding. Some of these horizontal-limbed, slow-growing treasures still stand at Naval Oaks and elsewhere along the seashore. NOTE: The Fort Pickens site has bounded back admirably from the damage of successive hurricanes in recent years, but at press time not all campsites were open. Until power and water are fully restored, possibly in late 2009, camping is at a primitive level. Campers should call ahead for the latest information. Work crews are busy even as the park is open; be alert for heavy equipment moving in the park. There is absolutely no shade.
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  Canoe Capital Blackwater River Region



  




  General description: This out-of-the-way trip is a 10-mile meander through red hills in the far northwest of Florida. The drive rolls through the longleaf pine–wiregrass habitat that Florida shares with neighboring Alabama. It also crosses and recrosses a winding woodland river, famed for its white-sand river bottom.




  Special features: Blackwater River State Forest, Blackwater River State Park, Blackwater River and Canoe Trail, Florida Trail, canoeing, tubing, swimming, freshwater fishing, hiking, camping, horseback riding.




  Location: Northwestern Panhandle, about 7 miles from the Alabama border.




  Drive route numbers and names: US 90, Main Street and Second Street in Holt, Johns Road, Bryant Bridge Road, Bob Pitts Road, Deaton Bridge Road.




  Travel season: Year-round; spring is ideal. In summer—the rainy season—check ahead for water levels, as local flooding can make canoeing temporarily difficult to impossible. For drivers, summer storms make some bridges impassable. Some forest roads may be overrun with water after heavy rain. Like most of the drives in this book, this one can be sweltering in summer. Fall and winter bring seasonal hunts, so take commonsense precautions when hiking, and be sure to wear fluorescent orange. Some river outfitters close in winter due to reduced demand.




  Camping: Blackwater River State Park has a lovely wooded campground. The surrounding Blackwater River State Forest also has several popular campgrounds, including Krul Recreation Area, reachable via SR 4 about a quarter of a mile east of the forest crossroads and forest headquarters of Munson. The forest’s Bear Lake, about a quarter of a mile east of Krul Recreation Area via SR 4, is another improved campground. There are several private campgrounds and fish camps in the area.




  Services: There is a small wayside grocery and gas station in Holt. Milton, a riverfront village about 12 miles southwest of this drive, has all other services, including a canoe outfitter. An outfitter also operates on the drive itself, with a rental outpost that has restrooms and supplies such as sunscreen and cold drinks. There are several other paddle rentals in the region.




  Nearby points of interest: Coldwater Creek, a designated canoe trail, is a popular canoeing stream located west of this drive (via SR 4) in the Blackwater River State Forest. Sweetwater and Juniper creeks in the state forest are also designated canoe trails. Milton offers a small village square of shops and cafes directly on the Blackwater River as it winds through town. DeFuniak Springs, east of this drive on US 90, is an old village with many restored buildings. There are two state parks with unusual features for Florida nearby: Falling Waters State Recreation Area (via Chipley and SR 77A) and Florida Caverns State Park (via Marianna and SR 167).




  Time zone: Central.
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  The Drive


  




  Few visitors to Florida see its largest state forest or one of its most famous rivers. These woodland treasures are tucked away in the far northwestern corner of the Panhandle, just a few miles from Alabama. But for those visiting northern Florida who can take a trip farther northwest, this drive offers excellent canoeing opportunities. Glide where river otter fish, and visit the traditional longleaf pine and wiregrass ecosystem Native American dwellers lived in, which shelters turkey, bobcat, eastern bluebird, and red-cockaded woodpecker. This is not Miami 911.




  A River Runs through It


  




  Begin this drive at the intersection of US 90 and Main Street in the tiny crossroads of Holt. The intersection sits between CR 189 and the Holt First Baptist Church. Drive north from US 90 on Main Street, which is marked with a street sign, 1 block across the railroad tracks and immediately turn left (west) on Second Street, the first street after the railroad tracks. Continue west on Second Street past village homes. After about half a mile the street enters pastureland and becomes Johns Road. Soon Johns Road enters the boundary of Blackwater River State Forest, a 206,350-acre woodland. Continue north on the road, now called Bryant Bridge Road, through pine forest and occasional private, residential inholdings. The road is two-lane, narrow, and has frequent patched potholes and rough areas, but it is totally paved. It winds through the increasingly wooded landscape, with red clay state forest service roads leading off from it to the remote forest interior. Because of the narrowness of the road and its uneven surface, most posted speed limits are 30 or 35 miles per hour, though signs at some curves call for slower speed. During hunting season, this region is busy with hunters, so wear fluorescent orange when hiking and use common sense. The road winds over gently rolling hills past pinewoods dotted with seasonal wildflowers, such as the native orange flowering azalea in spring.




  About 3 miles from the Second Street turn, on Bryant Bridge Road, just before small, level Bryant Bridge, slow down to turn right into the first Blackwater River overlook and canoe put-in on this drive, right at roadside. The view from the overlook includes the river as well as the adjacent forest and the cedar-and magnolia-dotted floodplain. If you plan to go out on the river, please note that glass containers aren’t allowed on the river and trash must be carried out. Many consider this the only remaining pristine sand-bottom river in the U.S., and you are expected to do your part to keep it clean. Any canoe outfitter or park ranger can inform you about bringing litter bags, and about standard disposal of human waste if you are traveling the river for any distance.




  [image: image]




  The meandering Blackwater River is a canoe trail with ancient sand beaches.




  Into the Blackwater Forest


  




  Continue the drive by turning right from the overlook on Bryant Bridge Road and proceeding over the Blackwater River across the short, narrow Bryant Bridge. Experts consider the Blackwater one of the world’s purest sand-bottomed rivers. If you are accustomed to stepping out of your kayak or canoe onto gravel, muck, or slippery and steep rock, the soft, clean sand and the white sparkle of a quartz-sand river bottom will spoil you. This treasure originates in Alabama and flows about 45 miles to Blackwater Bay and then on into historic Pensacola Bay and the Gulf of Mexico. Continue on Bryant Bridge Road about a quarter of a mile, at which point the drive intersects an unpaved state forest access road on the right. The water’s tea or “black” color is from leaf litter.
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