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Introduction

Warning! Straying from the beaten interstate can be addictive. But is it ever fun!


By poking and prowling around this incredible state, we discovered a high-rise for bats, the world’s smallest police station, a McDonald’s complete with salt licks and hitching posts, and a museum dedicated to the inventor of air-conditioning.


Florida seems to have cornered the “world’s largest” market. We saw the largest concentration of saw grass; the largest bald cypress tree; and the largest collections of Frank Lloyd Wright buildings, Art Deco buildings, Salvador Dalí artworks, and Tiffany glass in the world. We even strolled the world’s longest continuous sidewalk.


We traveled by inner tube, pontoon boat, car, motor home, houseboat, sailboat, seaplane, canoe, motorized gondola, swamp buggy, and airboat. Our meanderings took us through Little Havana, the Greek community of Tarpon Springs, and a Miccosukee Indian village.


We heard a dolphin take a deep breath in the Everglades, toured a thorough-bred farm, and chatted with a cow hunter rounding up one of the few remaining herds of scrub cattle in existence. We saw manatees, wood storks, a herd of buffalo, and alligators romping in the surf.


We slept in a lighthouse, cheered ourselves hoarse at a rodeo, hunted for fossil shark teeth, lunched in an indoor swimming pool (luckily for us, it was dry), nibbled on alligator tail (lucky for us, it was no longer connected to the animal), and pitched a tent on more than a few of the Ten Thousand Islands.


In short, we have enjoyed an abundance of serendipitous experiences. But there are many more discoveries waiting to be made in Florida. Write us (c/o Globe Pequot, 64 S. Main St., Essex, CT 06426, or editorial@GlobePequot.com) and tell us your special finds.


Travel safely and have a terrific time!



Florida Facts


Name: Discoverer Ponce de León named it “Florida,” the Land of Flowers, for its abundant flora.


Official nickname: The Sunshine State


Location: Southeastern US. Florida’s southern tip is 1,700 miles (2,735 kilometers) north of the equator.


History: Florida has belonged to five different nations: Spain, England, France, the Confederacy, and the US.


State capital: Tallahassee was selected as the capital in 1824—a compromise between Pensacola in west Florida and St. Augustine on the east coast.


Population: With more than 23 million people, Florida is the third-most populous state in the US after California and Texas. The largest concentration of Finns (17,000) outside of Finland lives in the Lake Worth/Lantana area. When asked where they would most like to live other than their current residence, many Americans made Florida their first choice.


Time: Most of Florida is in the eastern time zone. The area west of the Apalachicola River is in the central time zone.


Weather: Abundant sunshine, pleasant coastal breezes during summer months, and 53 inches of annual rainfall.


Average annual temperatures: Summer: 80.5 degrees Fahrenheit in north Florida and 82.7 in south Florida. Winter: 53 degrees Fahrenheit in north Florida and 68.5 in south Florida.


Geography: Total area is 58,560 square miles. From Pensacola to the southernmost point of Key West is 832 miles (1,339 kilometers).


Lakes: Florida is sprinkled with more than 7,800 lakes, ranging in size from an acre to the 448,000-acre Lake Okeechobee, the second-largest freshwater lake in the US.


Rivers: Florida has 34 major rivers. Certainly one of the best-known rivers (thanks to Stephen Foster’s song “Old Folks at Home”) is the Suwannee, in the northern part of the state.


Springs: There are 720 known springs in the state and 33 are classified as “first magnitude.” First magnitude springs produce at least 100 cubic feet of fresh water per second. One of the longest underwater cave systems in the continental US (over 28,000 feet), Peacock Springs State Recreation Area, is a popular place for cave diving.


Beaches: A beach is no more than 60 miles (96.6 kilometers) away no matter where you are in Florida. Sand beaches account for 1,200 miles (1,931 kilometers) of the state’s 1,800 miles (2,897 kilometers) of coastline. Florida’s beaches are rated among the finest in the country by University of Maryland coastal geologist “Dr. Beach” Stephen Leatherman, who has researched and rated the nation’s beaches on 40 criteria.


Shoreline: Florida has more tidal shoreline than any other state except Alaska.


Islands: Florida has 4,510 islands that are 10 acres (4 hectares) or more in size, more than any state except Alaska.


Elevations: Florida’s highest point is Britton Hill, at 345 feet (105 meters), near DeFuniak Springs (Walton County) in the northwest section of the state.


Tourism: Tourism is the state’s number-one industry, followed by agriculture. In 2024 a record number 143 million tourists visited Florida.


National parks: Florida has 11 national parks: Big Cypress National Preserve in southwest Florida; Biscayne National Park in Biscayne Bay; Canaveral National Seashore at Titusville; Castillo de San Marcos National Monument in St. Augustine; De Soto National Memorial in Bradenton; the seven islands of the Dry Tortugas; Everglades National Park; Fort Caroline National Memorial in Jacksonville; Fort Matanzas in St. Augustine; the Gulf Islands National Seashore, which stretches from Cat Island in Mississippi to the Santa Rosa Islands in Florida; and Timucuan Ecological and Historical Preserve in Jacksonville.


National forests: Florida’s four national forests—Apalachicola (including Choctawhatchee), Osceola, Florida National Scenic Trail, and Ocala—cover more than 1 million acres. Nearly half the state is covered with uninhabited forests.


National sanctuary: Florida Keys Marine Sanctuary, the largest US marine sanctuary, covering 2,600 nautical square miles (8,918 square kilometers), extends from Biscayne National Park south to Fort Jefferson National Monument and northward to Everglades National Park on the tip of the Florida peninsula.


State parks: Florida’s park system, consisting of more than 175 recreational areas, is one of the finest in the nation. All state parks have varying entrance fees and open at 8 a.m. and close at sunset year-round.


Seaports: The Port of Miami is the busiest cruise port in the world, serving over 7 million passengers per year, which is two-thirds of the world’s cruise-ship passengers.


Professional sports: Professional sports franchises in the state include:


National Football League: Miami Dolphins, Tampa Bay Buccaneers, and Jacksonville Jaguars


Arena Football: Orlando Predators, Jacksonville Sharks, and Tampa Bay Storm


National Basketball Association: Miami Heat and Orlando Magic


Major League Baseball: Florida Marlins and Tampa Bay Rays


National Hockey League: Tampa Bay Lightning and Florida Panthers







Daily Newspapers

Due to the increasing online competition, printed newspapers all over the US are losing circulation, as they are in Florida. Despite flourishing electronic media, Florida’s well-known newspapers are hanging on. The Tampa Bay Times, previously the St. Petersburg Times (tampabay.com), enjoys daily print circulation numbers of about 102,266; the South Florida Sun-Sentinel (sun-sentinel.com), with daily print circulation of 163,728; the Orlando Sentinel (orlandosentinel.com) with daily print circulation of 71,112; the Miami Herald (miamiherald.com) with daily print circulation of 73,181; the Palm Beach Post (palmbeachpost.com) with a daily print circulation of 17,400; and the Florida Times-Union (jacksonville.com) with a daily print circulation of 27,818. Sunday circulation numbers are higher for all.





Transportation


Car: Florida has spent far more money on highways than on mass transit, so it should come as no surprise that while public transportation opportunities are limited, the roads are excellent. The best way to travel in Florida is by car, and major airports have extensive fleets of rental cars with economical rates. Recreational vehicles (RVs) are also available for rent. Often the most economical way to vacation in Florida is a package deal that includes car rental and/or lodging with the cost of the flight.


Train: Amtrak serves Florida from both the East and West Coasts of the US. There are over 20 Amtrak stations, including ones in the following cities: Jacksonville, Sanford, Orlando, Tampa, West Palm Beach, Fort Lauderdale, Winter Haven, Miami, Palatka, DeLand, Winter Park, Kissimmee, Lakeland, Sebring, Okeechobee, Delray Beach, Deerfield Beach, and Hollywood. A rail pass providing unlimited travel during a certain period of time must be purchased from an Amtrak agent before arrival. Amtrak buses, known as “Thruway” buses, run from Winter Haven, near Orlando, to Fort Myers via St. Petersburg and Sarasota to connect with Amtrak rail services. Amtrak’s Auto Train, for visitors who want to travel by train and then have use of their own car when they arrive, runs daily from Virginia to Sanford. For information on all rail service to Florida, call Amtrak toll-free at (800) USA-RAIL (872-7245), or visit the company’s website at amtrak.com. Tri-Rail, linking 15 stations between Miami and West Palm Beach, runs frequently during the week, less often on weekends. Call (800) TRI-RAIL (874-7245) or visit tri-rail.com for more information.


Bus: Greyhound buses usually offer the best value in public transportation, and passes purchased in advance provide unlimited travel for set periods of time. Call (800) 231-2222 for more information, or visit greyhound.com.







For More Information


State parks: State Park Information Center, 3900 Commonwealth Blvd., Tallahassee; (850) 245-2157; floridastateparks.org.


State forests: Florida Division of Forestry, 400 S. Monroe St., Tallahassee; (800) 435-7352; fdacs/gov.


Historical sites: Division of Historical Resources, Florida Department of State, R. A. Gray Building, 500 S. Bronough St., Tallahassee; (850) 245-6500; dos.fl.gov.


Attractions: Florida Attractions Association, 1114 N. Gadsden St., Tallahassee; (850) 222-2885; floridaattractions.org.


Sports: Florida Sports Foundation, 123 Governor’s Square Blvd., Ste. 300, Tallahassee; (850) 577-7200; playinflorida.com.


Accommodations: Florida Restaurant & Lodging Association, 230 S. Adams St., Tallahassee; (850) 224-2250; frla.org.


Florida Bed & Breakfast Inns: (850) 224-2250; frla.org.


General information: Florida Chamber of Commerce, 136 S. Bronough St., PO Box 11309, Tallahassee 32302-3309; (850) 521-1200; flchamber.com.




Vacationers planning a trip to Florida may receive a free official Florida Vacation Guide by contacting Visit Florida, 2540 W. Executive Center Cir., Ste. 200, Tallahassee; calling (888) 735-2872; or visiting visitflorida.com.



Please Note

Free attractions are noted; otherwise, expect an admission fee.












Northeast Florida


Curiosity and a sense of adventure will take you a long way. Oh yes, and an appetite. Each new edition of Florida Off the Beaten Path gives us a chance to make new discoveries and revisit longtime favorites. Our latest trip into the Sunshine State treated us to a wealth of things to see and do (and eat!). If you crave gator bites or conch fritters, now you know where to go. (Hint: Check out Palms Fish Camp Restaurant.)

We discovered such treasures as we investigated the northeast section of the state. Looking for romance? Ponce Inlet Light Station is Florida’s tallest lighthouse, but it may also be the most romantic, especially if you take advantage of the “Climb to the Moon” event. Plan your trip to Kanapaha Botanical Gardens in the summer, when the place explodes with color. Micanopy is a whole other world of rare books and fine antiques. (Hint: Bring money.)

For leisurely exploration, it’s hard to beat an old, ocean-hugging route like SR A1A. Amelia Island, at Florida’s northern border, was the state’s first resort destination. The southernmost in a chain of large barrier islands known as the Golden Isles, Amelia’s beauty includes both expansive beaches with rolling dunes and lush interior forests.





NORTHEAST FLORIDA
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Continue south on SR A1A, via the Mayport ferry (a 10-minute ride across the St. Johns River), to Jacksonville and St. Augustine. After Bulow Plantation ruins (south of Palm Coast), turn inland via SR 100 to Palatka. Follow SR 20 to the Gainesville area, then take I-75 northward to O’Leno State Park and Ichetucknee Springs.


Amelia Island

Amelia Island, with its 13 miles of uncrowded sandy beaches, has already been discovered. In fact, it is the only US location to have been under eight different flags: French, Spanish, British, American Patriots (1812), Green Cross of Florida (1817), Mexican, Confederate, and American.

The resident Timucuan Indians’ simple life was disrupted first by the French in the 16th century and then by the Spanish. The Union Jack was raised in 1763, but the Tories who converged on the island during the Revolutionary War left when Florida was ceded to Spain. A military adventurer, General Sir Gregor MacGregor, captured the island and claimed it as his own for a brief time but was ousted by a pirate who took over, ostensibly for Mexico. After the US government took formal possession, the claim was disputed by the Confederacy, which raised its flag here during the Civil War.

Federal occupation during the Civil War triggered a tourist boom. This, with an impressive flow of money created by the shipping business, made Fernandina Beach a prosperous community. Before long, handsome Victorian homes lined the residential streets. These architectural gems, dating from 1857 and ranging in style from old steamboat Gothic to Queen Anne, earned the 30-block Old Town district, also known as Centre Street Fernandina, a list ing on the National Register of Historic Places. Be sure to stop at the chamber of commerce near the city docks for walking or driving tour directions to this gingerbread seaport.

It was from these docks that the country’s first offshore shrimp trawlers sailed early in the 20th century. Be sure to be at the docks at sunset to watch the shrimping fleet return with the day’s catch.

ameliaisland


It is a place wonderfull fertill, and of strong scituation, the ground fat so that it is lekely that it would bring fourthe wheate and all other corn twise a yeare … yt is a country full of havens, rivers and islands of suche frutefullnes as cannot with tonge be expressed … the fairest, frute-fullest and pleasantest of all the worlde ….

—Jan Ribaut, French colonizer, 1563



Stroll past the old Palace Saloon, or better yet, stop in to inspect its splendid carved mahogany bar, which a reliable source has called “the best bar east of Boise.” Open noon to 2 a.m. daily. The Palace Saloon is at 117 Centre St., Fernandina Beach; (844) 441-2444; theaihg.com.

Historic Centre Street bristles with fascinating shops and boutiques. The Ships Lantern (210 Centre St., Fernandina Beach; 904-261-5821) offers a fine selection of paintings, prints, wood carvings, scrimshaw, jewelry made from shark teeth found in the area, and “lots of pirate stuff.” Open 10 a.m. to 9 p.m. daily (may close earlier depending on how busy it is downtown).

Although you can no longer stay at the Bailey House, it is worth a stroll past to enjoy the 1895 grandeur of the Victorian in the heart of the historic district. Once a bed-and-breakfast inn, the house is now a private residence. But you can marvel at the turrets, gables, bays, fish-scale decoration, and stained-glass windows. Please don’t knock on the door looking for a room, however. Located at 28 S. 7th St., The Bailey House cost $10,000 when it was built in 1895—an outrageous amount in those days.

The story goes that Kate Bailey saved the majestic oak in front of her home in the late 19th century when the tree was to be removed to widen Ash Street. It is said that she sat on her verandah with a shotgun to save the oak. Did it work? Seems Kate convinced the city to reroute the road to preserve what has since been called “Kate’s Tree.”

Fort Clinch State Park on Atlantic Avenue in Fernandina Beach welcomes visitors to the most northeasterly point in Florida. Its European-style brick masonry is unique in this country, and you’ll get a splendid view of the Atlantic Ocean and Georgia’s Cumberland Island from the fort’s ramparts. On the first full weekend of every month, rangers and volunteers reenact the 1864 occupation in full period costume. The park’s recreation facilities include







TOP EVENTS IN NORTHEAST FLORIDA


Hoggetowne Medieval Faire, Gainesville, late January or early February, (352) 393-8536; hoggetownefaire.com

Gatornationals (drag-racing spectacle), Gainesville, March, Gainesville racetrack, 11211 N. County Rd. 225, (352) 377-0046; gainesvilleraceway.com; Gainesville Visitors Bureau, (866) 778-5002; visitgainesville.com

Isle of Eight Flags Shrimp Festival, Fernandina Beach, May, (904) 277-7300; shrimpfestival.com

St. Augustine Birthday Festival (since 1565), St. Augustine, September, (904) 829-1711; oldcity.com

Colonial Night Watch and Grande Illumination, St. Augustine, December, (904) 829-1711; oldcity.com



piratesandsmugglers


President James Monroe once called Fernandina Beach a “festering fleshpot” because of the pirates and smugglers who anchored there. Later it became Florida’s first resort.



saltwater fishing along a 1,500-foot-long lighted pier, swimming, camping, picnicking, mountain biking (6-mile trail), and hiking. The park opens at 8 a.m. and closes at sunset daily year-round. Fort Clinch State Park, 2601 Atlantic Ave., Fernandina Beach; (904) 277-7274; floridastateparks.org.

If you’ve always wanted to stay in a lighthouse right on the beach, this is your chance. Rent all 4 floors, which include 3 bedrooms (sleeps up to 8 total), 2.5 baths, a kitchen and dining area, and an observation deck for expansive viewing of the great Atlantic Ocean. Wallpapered in nautical charts, this is the place for faraway dreams. Breakfast and the morning paper are delivered to your door. The lighthouse is on the ocean side of SR A1A on the northern end of Amelia Island. Contact Amelia Island at 102 Centre St., Amelia Island, 32034 ; call (904) 277-0717; or visit ameliaisland.com.

Omni Amelia Island Resort & Spa is a low-key, four-star resort offering a wide range of accommodations and amenities, from a beautiful beach and complete health club to a well-supervised children’s program. Tennis enthusiasts have the run of 23 Har-Tru courts and golfers play on 54 challenging holes, which the late architect Pete Dye once claimed are the only true links on the East Coast. The fishing is fine whether it’s deep-sea tarpon and kingfish charter, freshwater lagoon angling, or crabbing.

Nature lovers should follow the resort’s Sunken Forest Trail. The dense semitropical growth includes palms, magnolias, and live oaks festooned with Spanish moss. About a quarter of this resort community has been set aside as a nature preserve enjoyed by raccoons, opossums, armadillos, and alligators. There are 7 miles of bike and nature trails, and a staff of full-time naturalists offers tours daily.

Amelia Island Resort is on the southern end of Amelia Island off SR A1A, 29 miles northeast of Jacksonville International Airport. Omni Amelia Island Resort, 39 Beach Lagoon Rd., Amelia Island; (904) 261-6161; omnihotels.com/hotels/amelia-island.

Kayak Amelia offers visitors an opportunity to discover the tranquil backwaters of Amelia Island by kayak. Experienced guides teach visitors the how-tos of kayaking and will take them on guided tours of the island’s many creeks, marshes, and rivers. Nature discovery tours are also available for the entire family. For more information, call Kayak Amelia at (904) 251-0016, write to 13030 Heckscher Dr., Jacksonville, 32226, or visit kayakamelia.com.



Jacksonville Area

Little Talbot Island State Park embraces a quiet curving beach hidden beyond the dunes and framed by graceful sea oats. This is a delightful spot to camp, swim, and picnic on an unspoiled beach. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily year-round, Little Talbot Island is 17 miles northeast of Jacksonville, off SR A1A. For additional information, write 12157 Heckscher Dr., Jacksonville 32226, or call (904) 251-2320; floridastateparks.org.

The house at Kingsley Plantation, believed to be the oldest plantation house in Florida, has been restored in pre–Civil War style. Long rows of crumbling quarters are a mute reminder of the days of slavery. Open 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. daily; 11676 Palmetto Ave., Jacksonville 32226; (904) 251-3537; nps.gov. Free.

The Marine Science Education Center welcomes visitors to a marine museum, wet lab (with more than a dozen different aquariums), and a collection of marine specimens including everything from giant clamshells to huge whale vertebrae. The center, in the historic village of Mayport, is 1 block south of the ferry slip on SR A1A (1347 Palmer St.). The reason the center looks like a school is that it is one. Although this resource is primarily for students, visitors are welcome from 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. Mon through Fri except school holidays. Call (904) 247-5973 or visit the center online at dcps.duvalschools.org for more information.

Fort Caroline National Memorial commemorates the only French attempt to establish a colony in Florida (1564). The 138-acre park features exhibits, guided tours, and an interpretive model of the original fort. The story told is a tragic one, ending in the massacre of most of the French settlers by the Spanish from St. Augustine. The memorial is located about 5 miles from the mouth of the St. Johns River. Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily except Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. Fort Caroline National Memorial, 12713 Fort Caroline Rd., Jacksonville 32225; (904) 641-7155; nps.gov. Free.

Jacksonville is Florida’s largest and most populous city as well as its leading financial, industrial, transportation, and commercial center. Situated on a bend in the St. Johns River, this bustling and prosperous port is a skyscrapered showcase of sophisticated urban amenities. The St. Johns, the only major river in the US to flow from south to north, has been the focus of the city’s development since Jacksonville was founded in 1822. An ambitious riverfront beautification program has spiffed up the south bank with its attractive Riverwalk. Be sure to stroll the boardwalk and enjoy a fine view of this bustling city.


Time Warp

We camped at Fort Clinch State Park, which commands a splendid view of Georgia’s Cumberland Island and the Atlantic Ocean. The park, the northernmost point in Florida, takes full advantage of its Atlantic beach, Cumberland Sound, and salt marsh. Besides, it’s the only place for RVs on the island. Certainly it boasts one of the most impressive fishing piers (1,500 feet long with night lighting) we have ever seen. If the strings of fish coming off that pier are any indication, Amelia Island is an extremely fertile fishing ground.

The fort is a fascinating reminder of a less complicated time. We roamed the ramparts and inspected exhibits in the small museum. Quite by accident, we happened to be there the first full weekend of the month, when costumed rangers reenact the 1864 occupation of the fort. These folks really take this time-warp business seriously. They feigned total ignorance when we mentioned computers or men on the moon.

As we were leaving, a soldier stepped in front of us and ordered us to halt. Did we have permission to leave? Well, not exactly. We had to return to the office where a young man laboriously filled out the necessary form with a quill pen. Still not satisfied, the guard at the gate quizzed us as to the president’s name. We stammered for a moment, finally came up with “Abraham Lincoln,” and only then were granted permission to leave.



Adjacent to the Riverwalk are several fine restaurants, an excellent museum, and one of the world’s tallest fountains, which erupts after dark into a spirited rainbow of beautiful colors. The Museum of Science and History is a treasure-house of exploration for the whole family. Attractions include a 28-foot dinosaur skeleton, an exhibit of Florida Indian culture, and the Alexander Brest Planetarium, with its daily multimedia productions. The museum is at 1025 Museum Cir. in Jacksonville. Open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon, Wed, Thurs, Fri, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Sat, and noon to 5 p.m. Sun; closed Tues; (904) 396-6674; themosh.org.

parksareperks


Jacksonville boasts the largest urban park system in the US, providing facilities and services at more than 337 locations on more than 80,000 acres throughout the city. Many of these parks provide access to the St. Johns River and the Atlantic Ocean for those who want to boat, swim, fish, sail, Jet Ski, surf, and water-ski.



The Cummer Museum of Art and Gardens features a permanent collection particularly rich in baroque and American art, traveling exhibitions, an award-winning interactive education center known as Art Connections, and 2.5 acres of formal gardens on the west bank of the St. Johns River. Open 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Tues, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Wed through Sat and noon to 4 p.m. Sun; closed Mon. The museum is located at 829 Riverside Ave., Jacksonville 32204. Call (904) 356-6857 or visit cummermuseum.org to learn more.

The brewmaster’s art is on display at the Anheuser-Busch Brewery. After your tour, enjoy a free taste of the product or soft drinks in the hospitality room. The brewery is at 111 Busch Dr., Jacksonville 32218. Take I-95 north to the Busch Drive exit. Open daily 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. from June through Aug. Guided tours are available 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Sat from Sept through May, closed on Wed. For more information, call (904) 786-4571 or visit budweiser.com and prepare to be “carded” online. Free.

Ever dream of chocolate? Peterbrooke Chocolatier has the answer to your dreams. The store overflows with chocolate tennis rackets, golf balls, and teddy bears. The candy is made from a secret recipe (known only to three people), and you may view the hand-dipping on the premises.

The specialty here is fresh crème truffles, but you may also indulge in chocolate-smothered Oreos, chocolate-covered popcorn, fresh strawberries dipped in chocolate, or ice cream appropriately named Total Decadence (loaded with milk chocolate, semisweet chocolate, and mixed nuts).

The chocolatier ships products all over the world but maintains a keen interest in the local community. Peterbrooke was the inspiration for much of







AUTHOR’S FAVORITE ATTRACTIONS IN NORTHEAST FLORIDA


Castillo de San Marcos National Monument, St. Augustine; nps.gov/casa

Centre Street Fernandina, Fernandina Beach; ameliaisland.com

Colonial Spanish Quarter, St. Augustine; colonialquarter.com

Florida Museum of Natural History, Gainesville; floridamuseum.ufl.edu

Fort Caroline National Memorial, Jacksonville; nps.gov/foca/index.htm

Fort Clinch State Park, Fernandina Beach; floridastateparks.org/fortclinch

Ichetucknee Springs State Park, north of Gainesville; ichetuckneesprings.com

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Historic State Park, Hawthorne; floridastateparks.org/parks-and-trails/marjorie-kinnan-rawlings-historic-state-park

Ravine Gardens State Park, 1 mile southeast of Palatka; floridastateparks.org/parks-and-trails/ravine-gardens-state-park

St. George Street, St. Augustine



the impressive restoration around San Marco Boulevard, and you will want to visit other shops and restaurants in the area. Peterbrooke San Marco has a special place in the company’s history as this is the original location that opened back in 1983. Open 9 a.m. to 8 p.m. Mon through Sat and noon to 5 p.m. Sun. Peterbrooke is at 2024 San Marco Blvd., Jacksonville 32207; (904) 398-2488 or (800) 771-0019; peterbrooke.com.


St. Augustine Area

St. Augustine, 40 miles south of Jacksonville, is an important repository of history, not only for the community and the state but for the entire nation. In a cheerful if sometimes unsettling mix, the city’s carefully preserved past rubs shoulders with the most blatant commercialism, but it is impossible not to be impressed by the city’s antiquity. A history that spans four centuries covers a lot of territory.

Ponce de León, landing in this general vicinity, claimed the region for Spain, but it was Pedro Menendez de Aviles, sent by the king of Spain to get rid of the French, who established the first settlement. Continuously occupied since 1565, St. Augustine was founded 42 years before the colony at Jamestown and 55 years before the ocean-weary Pilgrims set foot on Plymouth Rock! The St. Augustine Visitor Information Center, 10 S. Castillo Dr., is open 8:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. daily; (904) 825-1000; visitstaugustine.com.

Imposing Castillo de San Marcos National Monument is well worth a visit. The king of Spain spent the equivalent of $30 million on this fort, which took nearly a quarter century to build. Overlooking Matanzas Bay, this national monument withstood many a siege but was never captured. Periodically, reenactors in Spanish uniforms provide plenty of smoke as well as action with their demonstrations of old-time firearms. Castillo de San Marcos National Monument, 11 S. Castillo Dr., St. Augustine. Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily except December 25; (904) 829-6506; nps.gov/casa/index.htm.

A faithful reconstruction of the 1750–1845 period centers on St. George Street. To absorb the old-world atmosphere, take a leisurely stroll past coquina-stone houses with overhanging balconies and walled garden patios that line the narrow streets. Be sure to visit the exquisite St. Photios National Greek Orthodox Shrine at 41 St. George St., St. Augustine (open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily); (904) 829-8205; stphotios.org. Attractive shops and restaurants lure visitors. You’ll want to follow your nose to the Spanish Bakery & Café at 42½ St. George St.; (904) 342-7859; spanishbakerycafe.com. Ask for Spanish meat turnovers, better known as empanadas, to eat in the picnic area. (The bakery is open 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sun through Thurs, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Fri and Sat). The historic area is immediately south of the Old City gate.

Don’t miss the Colonial Spanish Quarter and Spanish Quarter Museum in the restoration area. Here the daily lives of soldiers and their families are re-created by costumed guides and craftspeople who welcome your questions. Look for the red-and-white Spanish flag, and enter at 33 St. George St. Operated by the city, this quality attraction is open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. Purchase tickets at 14 S. Castillo Dr., St. Augustine; (888) 991-0933; colonialquarter.com.

St. Augustine experienced its first tourism boom at the turn of the 20th century, thanks to Henry Flagler. Impressed with the city’s possibilities, he linked St. Augustine and Jacksonville by railroad. While he was at it, Flagler turned the town into a fashionable resort by building two grand hotels, the Ponce de Leon Hotel and the Alcazar Hotel. Visitors should not leave the city without at least a look at these two lavish hotels, their gardens, and fountains. The Ponce de Leon serves as Flagler College (no charge to roam the campus), and the restored Alcazar at 75 King St. houses the Lightner Museum, with its 3 floors of fascinating collections. Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily with last admission at 4 p.m.; (904) 824-2874; lightnermuseum.org. Both are at Cordova and King Streets in St. Augustine.

What better spot to lunch than in the indoor swimming pool (fortunately, it was drained some time ago) of the fantastic Alcazar Hotel (now the Lightner


St. Augustine

In April 1513 Ponce de León landed in Florida. He may have been seeking the legendary fountain of youth, as the myth says. After all, he was over 50 and no doubt could have used an elixir guaranteed to roll back the years. More likely, he was hoping to increase his net worth. Other Spanish explorers had returned from adventurous forays into Central and South America laden with gold. Ponce de León had every reason to think this new land might be similarly endowed. The king of Spain promised treasures beyond imagining. All Ponce de León had to do was find them.

The intrepid explorer claimed the region for Spain, but it was Pedro Menendez de Aviles, sent by the king of Spain to get rid of the French, who first sighted land during the Feast of St. Augustine and named the settlement in honor of the saint.

Although sacked by pirates, burned by the British, attacked, counterattacked, and ravaged by a raging yellow fever epidemic, St. Augustine managed to serve as the capital of colonial East Florida for 259 years. Control shifted from the Spanish to the English, then back to the Spanish, who finally turned it over to the Americans in 1821.




Truly Weird

Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Museum in St. Augustine, Ripley’s original museum, has some displays that will make your skin crawl. This collection features bizarre and unusual oddities from around the world. So if it’s a two-headed lamb you want to see, a bunch of shrunken heads, the “Oldest Mother,” or the man with the largest nose, this is the place.

If these items don’t entice you, perhaps the 2,000-year-old Egyptian mummified cat, a sculpture of the Last Supper made entirely of pecans, or a collection of paintings done on potato chips will. Not yet convinced? Wax figure heads of the Double-Eyed Man, the Human Unicorn, or a 17-inch dwarf named Alypius should do it.

Ripley’s Red Sightseeing Trains offer a non-stop 1-hour tour of St. Augustine. Trains run hourly from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. The museum is open daily from 9 a.m. to 8 p.m. 19 San Marco Ave.; (904) 824-1606; ripleys.com.



Museum) at 75 King St. Cafe Alcazar is located in the rear of the museum (25 Granada St.). Appropriately, considering the grand setting, the dozen tables are set with real flowers, linen tablecloths, and china. The menu features salads, sandwiches, enchiladas, crepes, and more. Open 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. 7 days a week; (904) 825-9948; thealcazarcafe.com. Inexpensive.

Those seeking a spot to spend the night that is as charming as it is convenient should make reservations at The Kenwood Inn. This bed-and-breakfast hostelry (built between 1865 and 1886) is located within the Historic District between the Oldest House and the famous Castillo de San Marcos National Monument. Most of St. Augustine’s historic sights and fine restaurants are within walking distance.

The 14 rooms range in size from small and cozy to spacious; each has its own unique personality (choose Shaker, Colonial, or Victorian), and all have private baths. An outdoor saltwater swimming pool is an appreciated extra, as are complimentary bikes for tooling around town. Innkeeper Pat Dobosz makes everyone feel warmly welcome, including small children and pets. Contact the Kenwood Inn, 38 Marine St., St. Augustine, by calling (904) 824-2116 or visiting their website at thekenwoodinn.com.

O’Steen’s Restaurant is a St. Augustine institution. You don’t go there for the ambience. Frankly, there isn’t much, with the exception of a model ship on the mantel. This is simply a small, bare-bones, basic restaurant, but there is a reason you probably will have to get in line: fried shrimp done to perfection served with special sauce. Ahhh, now you know how fresh is supposed to taste. The veggie sides are homegrown delectable. All the seafood is good, but the shrimp is what the lines are all about. So be patient, and wait your turn. No wine, no beer, no credit cards, but you’ll find your meal an excellent value. Open Tues through Sat from 11 a.m. to 8:30 p.m. On SR A1A across the Bridge of Lions on the right, about 2 blocks south toward the beach; 205 Anastasia Blvd., St. Augustine; (904) 829-6974; osteensrestaurant.com.

The St. Augustine Alligator Farm Zoological Park has it all: Maximo, more than 15 feet long and weighing in at a hefty 1,250 pounds, weird albino gators from the bayous of Louisiana, and excellent wildlife shows, including hungry alligators leaping for their dinner. Also, this is the only zoo in the world where you can see all 23 species of crocodiles in one location. We know this sounds crazy, but our favorite exhibit has nothing to do with reptiles. It’s the wild-bird rookery, where exotic residents court, nest, and raise their young within a few feet of the boardwalk. The birds are truly wild. No one feeds them. They come and go as they wish but hang out here because they feel relatively safe. Sure, an occasional hatchling gets eaten by the alligators, but these vigilant gators scare off the birds’ worst enemies: raccoons, opossums, and snakes. If you enjoy photographing, or just watching, birds, this well-maintained zoological park will hold you spellbound. The birds have been setting up housekeeping here for a long time: The Alligator Farm, listed on the National Register of Historic Places, was founded in 1893. Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. from Memorial Day to Labor Day; 999 Anastasia Blvd. (SR A1A S.), St. Augustine; (904) 824-3337; alligatorfarm.com.

Nice to know the St. Augustine Lighthouse, the city’s oldest surviving brick structure, is still an official working aid to navigation. Completed in 1874, this 165-foot photogenic tower comes complete with a keeper’s house. Converted to a museum, this house features exhibits on shipwrecks and regional maritime archaeology. For a grand view, climb the 219 steps to the observation deck. Sorry, but kids less than 44 inches tall aren’t allowed on the stairs, and this historic structure has no elevator. Don’t miss the gift shop’s fine array of nautical treasures. From Anastasia Boulevard (SR A1A), turn onto Red Cox Road and go 0.2 mile. Open 9 a.m. to 6:30 p.m. daily March 1 to Sept 30, and from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. Oct 1 to Feb 28, except Thanksgiving, Christmas Eve, and Christmas Day. St. Augustine Lighthouse & Museum is at 81 Lighthouse Ave., St. Augustine; (904) 829-0745; staugustinelighthouse.org.

Our dictionary defines gunkholing as “sailing casually along a coast, anchoring from time to time in quiet coves and inlets.” The waters around St. Augustine, especially the Matanzas River and Intracoastal Waterway, are ideally suited for this type of boating. For those who don’t need a destination or an itinerary and just want to poke around, we suggest renting a boat or a kayak. Watch for birds, dolphins, and manatees. Soak up the sun. Breathe deeply of salt-washed air.

Devil’s Elbow Fishing Resort will rent you an easy-to-operate Carolina skiff or pontoon boat complete with instruction and safety equipment, and a bait shop is available, too. They now have 10 rental cottages as well as a swimming pool available for anglers—or those who come with their anglers but prefer other activities. Curious about the name? Devil’s Elbow was named after a treacherous channel that existed prior to dredging of the Intracoastal Waterway by the Army Corps of Engineers. Sailors used to say that the channel bends were “the devil” to navitage. And the name stuck. Bait and tackle shop open 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily; 7507 SR A1A S.; (904) 471-0398; devilselbowfishingresort.com.

ghosttown


Are there ghosts in St. Augustine? Are you kidding? Of course there are. Remember, this is the oldest continuously occupied European settlement in the continental US.

If you care to meet them, take a colorful Ghost Tour hosted by knowledgeable tour guides in period costume. As you wind through the narrow byways of the oldest city and feel the hairs on your neck stand on end, you’ll understand why this is one of the city’s most memorable tours. Call Ghost Tours of St. Augustine, (904) 829-1122, or visit ghosttoursofstaugustine.net for information. Reservations are required. Carriage tours and walking tours are nightly with additional, seasonably available times.



Let’s say you want fresh seafood or some really great ribs. Or maybe you’re in the mood for a “Florida Cracker” feast of frog legs, cooter, and alligator tail. You don’t want to dress up, and a casual turn-of-the-century fish camp setting sounds good. Before getting all serious about food, you might want a little more information. What’s a Florida Cracker? What’s a cooter? The turn of which century? Oh, yes, and define “fish camp setting.” Florida Cracker refers to rural Florida folks and their old-fashioned, pioneer ways. A cooter is a soft-shelled turtle. In this case, “turn of the century” goes back to the beginning of the 20th century. The fish camp at Salt Water Cowboys includes handmade willow-twig furniture, old wooden floors, and rusted tin ceilings. The “decor” is highlighted by alligator and snake skins on the wall. Snake skins don’t do much for us, and we don’t mean to be narrow-minded, but the idea of a soft-shelled turtle doesn’t stir us at all. Here’s what does: Cowboys’ award-winning creamy white clam chowder, smoked fish dip and crackers, Oysters Dondanville (prepared with garlic, butter, vermouth, and scallions), or catch of the day grilled and basted with lemon butter scallion sauce. Oh boy. No wonder the place is always busy. Salt Water Cowboys, 299 Dondanville Rd., St. Augustine; (904) 471-2332; saltwatercowboysfl.com.


Florida on a Budget

Perhaps it’s time to treat your credit cards to a well-deserved rest.

Florida off the beaten path often translates to Florida on a budget. For the most economical rates, hit the beach during the low season. South Florida’s low season generally runs from May through September, while in north Florida, low season lasts from November through March. Spring and fall rates vary but are considerably less than at peak season.

Consider camping. Florida has more campgrounds and campsites than any other state. If you’re looking for a real deal, head for the state parks.

You don’t have to camp to take advantage of the wealth of educational and recreational opportunities in the state park system. You could make it a day trip. But if you stay the night, it will save money and allow you to experience some of the most beautiful areas of the state.

From its inception in 1936, the Florida state park system has developed into one of the largest and best systems in the country. It has twice been named the “Nation’s Best State Park Service” by the National Recreation and Parks Association.

More than 160 state parks span 700,000 acres and 100 miles of glistening white beach across the state. From Perdido Key near Pensacola and Amelia Island in the northeast corner to Key West, the southernmost city in the continental US, these parks preserve both natural treasures and unique cultural resources.

Step back in time. Explore the tangled backwaters of central Florida that inspired Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings to write The Yearling. Hobnob with the soldiers guarding Fort Clinch. Wander through the Stephen Foster Culture Center while humming a few bars of “Old Folks at Home.”

Or you may stretch out on a sun-drenched beach and snooze comfortably in the warm Florida sunshine. State park beaches—each one more gorgeous than the last—run the gamut from palm-shaded Bahia Honda State Park in the Keys to glittering St. Andrews on the Florida Panhandle.

When you’ve had enough sun, head for the downright chilly underground wedding room in Florida Caverns State Park near Marianna. Take a dip in the spring-fed pools in the Ocala National Forest. Or board a rented inner tube for a cool cruise down the Ichetucknee River.

Cost of entrance to state parks varies but generally runs $4 for single-occupant vehicles, $6 for vehicles with two to eight people, and $2 for pedestrians and bicyclists. Camping and cabin fees are extra.



Matanzas is the Spanish word for “massacre.” Fort Matanzas, a Spanish outpost built in 1742 to defend St. Augustine’s south entrance, is well named. Spain’s struggle with France to control the area erupted in a bloody encounter when, in 1565, Spanish soldiers came upon a shipwrecked French fleet. Without weapons or food, the French surrendered but refused to give up their Protestant faith as commanded. The Spanish, finding this unacceptable, slaughtered nearly 250 Frenchmen on the beach. In 1742 the construction of this watchtower fort was Spain’s last effort to control Matanzas Inlet and stop British encroachments from the north. A ranger puts the events of those early struggles in historical perspective as you explore this 30-foot masonry tower and wonder what duty in this wilderness outpost was really like back in the 1700s. This gives the off-the-beaten-path concept a whole new dimension. Weather permitting, a free passenger ferry to the fort leaves the visitor center dock from 9:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. at half past the hour. There are no ferry services on Tues and Wed. The ferry carries 35 people on a first-come, first-served basis. Everyone riding the ferry needs a free pass from the visitor center. The fort is open 9 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. daily except December 25. The fort, 14 miles south of St. Augustine, is reached by SR A1A on Anastasia Island. Fort Matanzas National Monument, 8635 SR A1A S., St. Augustine; (904) 471-0116; nps.gov/foma.

Trouble sleeping? Try tuning in to the rhythmic slosh of ocean waves breaking on the beach. Thomas A. Mellon, of the well-known Pittsburgh banking family, did. On the advice of relatives, this wealthy insomniac arrived in Summer Haven in the early 1880s to escape the heat and get a good night’s sleep. He was so enchanted with the area, he purchased a good chunk of real estate. His two properties, a rustic fisherman’s cottage called The Hut (1882) and The Lodge (1895), became beloved family retreats. Thomas Mellon Schmidt, Mellon’s great-great grandson, inherited the historic Lodge in 1987 and faithfully restored it to its former charm. Made of first-growth Florida pine and cedar, with original hand-rubbed wooden walls and ceilings and heart-of-pine floors, the five-bedroom, two-bath Cracker-style cottage is of classic “dogtrot” architectural style. Positioned between the Atlantic Ocean and the Summer Haven River, The Lodge, with its comfortable wraparound porch and breeze-way separating the kitchen from the main living quarters, takes full advantage of the fresh ocean air. The location, with whales and dolphins cruising by and 105 bird species and countless butterflies identified without ever leaving the porch, is a nature lover’s dream. The Hut and The Lodge are cherished remnants of the old pre-condo Florida. The string of notables who have visited here includes Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, author of The Yearling; C. V. Whitney, founder of nearby Marineland; Owen D. Young, chairman of General Electric; Princess Angela Scherbatow, a Flagler County heiress; and Ilya Tolstoy, grandson of the Russian writer. And now you can add your name to that list. The Lodge, with a coquina-stone fireplace, period furnishings, and modern amenities, is available for weekly and monthly rentals. It comes complete with the hypnotic sound of ocean waves to lull you to sleep. The Hut, next door to The Lodge and also for rent, is a cozy place to get away from it all. Beginning as a rustic one-room fisherman’s dwelling, it has grown by additions to include a bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, and long living room. A charming cupola provides a delightful spot to greet the sunrise emerging from the great Atlantic. Please contact vacasa.com or (800) 544-0300.

If you’ve been lucky, swimming with dolphins is somewhere on your lifetime list of most memorable experiences. If not, this is your golden opportunity. Remember Marineland? They’re the folks who kicked off this whole discovery-of-the-oceans trend. In fact, they are the world’s first oceanarium and America’s oldest (1938) marine park. They’ve weathered hurricanes, economic downturns, and changing ideas about how people interact with marine mammals. Dedicated to preserving marine life by offering the public a unique combination of entertainment and education, they have successfully emerged from a complete makeover. Their mammoth seawater lagoons are pristine, the dolphins as show-offy as ever. Marineland offers a whole menu of experiences from watching dolphins cavort to swimming with these gentle creatures in deep water. Whatever else you do in Florida, don’t miss this experience. Open 8:30 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily. Marineland, 9600 Oceanshore Blvd., St. Augustine; (844) 948-1037 or (407) 563-4701; marineland.net.

Tranquility reigns at Washington Oaks Gardens State Park. It’s a grand place for a leisurely stroll along the boulder-strewn beach, through the rose garden, and beneath majestic live oaks. Tucked between the Atlantic Ocean and the Matanzas River, this is an extremely productive area for both fishing and bird-watching. Once part of Bella Vista Plantation and later owned by the chairman of the board of General Electric, this 425-acre estate was given to the state by his widow, Mrs. Owen D. Young. Hiking and biking trails and a lovely, shaded picnic area have been developed for visitors. The park is on SR A1A about 20 miles south of St. Augustine and 2 miles south of Marineland. Open 8 a.m. to sundown daily. Washington Oaks Gardens State Park, 6400 N. Ocean Shore Blvd., Palm Coast; (386) 446-6780; floridastateparks.org.

South of St. Augustine are sights in Bunnell and Palatka not to be missed. The Bulow Plantation Ruins Historic State Park features an old sugar mill and the crumbling foundation of an ancient mansion destroyed during the Seminole Indian Wars. Guided tours are available on request. The ruins are southeast of Bunnell at 3501 Old Kings Rd. Open Thurs through Mon 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. Closed Tues and Wed. For information, write CR 2001, Flagler Beach 32110; (386) 517-2084; floridastateparks.org.

If your thoughts turn to Ravine Gardens State Park, it’s probably spring. During February and March the azaleas and camellias are at their peak.


A Medieval Moment

Rolling into St. Augustine just about dusk, we spotted combatants in medieval garb hacking away at one another to the tune of flailing swords and clanking armor. All this on the library grounds, no less, and not a movie director in sight—our first clue that St. Augustine is not your everyday, run-of-the-mill city.

Since whacking one another with broadswords is not what folks in our hometown generally do in their spare time, we stopped to watch. These earnest warriors, we learned, belonged to a group dedicated to reenacting medieval battles as authentically as possible and were in dress rehearsal for a major contest in another state.

Strange as it seemed at first, this was oddly appropriate. After all, St. Augustine is old.



You can drive the road that loops around the edges of three steep ravines, jog the popular exercise course, or just stroll the paths thinking end-of-winter thoughts. One hundred thousand azaleas can’t be wrong. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Located about 1 mile southeast of Palatka at 1600 Twigg St. (off Moseley Avenue), Palatka; (386) 329-3721; floridastateparks.org.




Gainesville Area

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings found inspiration in the backwater community of Cross Creek. This semitropical low country was the setting for her Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, The Yearling. The author’s rambling farmhouse, complete with old-fashioned canned goods on the kitchen shelves and her antique typewriter on the screened porch, looks as though she just stepped out for a moment.

Rawlings quickly grew to love this place and its people, which she immortalized in her autobiographical book, Cross Creek. Her neighbors were “Crackers,” rural folk native to the region who were used to “making do.” They made what living there was from the land, put on no airs, and wore their Southern heritage with pride. The author also compiled a book of regional recipes titled Cross Creek Cookery. The Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Historic State Park is in Cross Creek, off CR 325.

Although you can see the outside of the historic home every day, access inside is by guided tour only. Tours are available Oct through July Thurs through Sun at 10 a.m. and 11 a.m., and 1, 2, 3, and 4 p.m. Park facilities including the historic house are not air-conditioned. Grounds and trails are open year-round from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Historic State Park, 18700 S. CR 325, Cross Creek; (352) 466-3672; floridastateparks.org.


Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, author of The Yearling:

“When I first came to the Creek, and knew the old grove and farmhouse at once as home, there was some terror, such as one feels at the first recognition of a human love, for the joining of persons to place, as of persons to person, is a commitment of shared sorrow, even as to shared joy.”



Florida’s home where the buffalo roam is Paynes Prairie Preserve State Park, just south of Gainesville. Indian artifacts dating back to 7000 BC have been unearthed here. The visitor center (863-375-4717) contains interesting exhibits on the natural and cultural history of the preserve. Open 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. daily. (It was once a large Spanish cattle ranch.) A nearby observation tower provides a scenic overlook of this vast, marshy sea of grass.

The park offers boating (no gasoline-powered boats allowed) and fishing in Lake Wauberg, as well as camping, bird-watching, and horseback riding (bring your own horse). The entrance is on US 441, 10 miles south of Gainesville at 100 Savannah Blvd. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily year-round. For more information, contact Paynes Prairie Preserve State Park, 100 Savannah Blvd., Micanopy; (352) 466-3397; floridastateparks.org.

Micanopy, tucked between I-75 and US 441, just southeast of Gainesville, is a small, friendly town that will reset your inner clock and refresh your spirit.

Founded in 1821, Micanopy (pronounced Mick-can-OH-pee) is Florida’s oldest inland settlement. Most of the buildings are on the National Register of Historic Places. Spanish moss envelops ancient oaks with a misty gray veil of antiquity. The pace seems light-years away from that of the theme parks clustered in and around Orlando. Antiques shops are crowded with treasures from another era. This is the place to find first editions and other rare and unusual books. When settlers arrived, they found remnants of the Southern Creek nation living here. They were called Seminoles, a Creek word meaning “runaway.” This is a fine place to run away to when you’ve had it with the whole concept of speeding through life. Let’s say you don’t want to spend the whole day shopping. Maybe you’re male, and there’s a football game somewhere on TV. So you want the condensed version. Try The Shop at 201 NE Cholokka Blvd. in historic downtown Micanopy. Yes, the name of this particular shop is The Shop, (352) 466-4031; welcometomicanopy.com. Open Mon through Sat 11 a.m. to 5 p.m., Sun noon to 5 p.m.

Gainesville’s outstanding Florida Museum of Natural History offers fascination for all ages with its 14-foot-tall Columbian mammoth skeleton and a mastodon as well as a reconstructed Florida cave. (The cave comes complete with cave critters, but don’t worry, they don’t fly.) What a find! Don’t miss the butterflies (lepidoptera) in the rain forest exhibit. The McGuire Center for Lepidoptera and Biodiversity is the world’s largest lepidoptera research facility, with one of the world’s largest collections of butterflies and moths (more than 9 million specimens and growing). The museum, with one of the largest natural history collections in the US, is on the University of Florida campus in Powell Hall at SW 34th Street and Hull Road. Admission is free but there is a charge for the rain forest exhibit and for special exhibits. Open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Sat, and 1 to 5 p.m. Sun and holidays. Closed Thanksgiving and Christmas. Call (352) 846-2000, or check out the museum’s website at floridamuseum.ufl.edu. The museum’s two gift shops carry a fine selection of items relating to the natural and social sciences.


castlewarden

Castle Warden, the building housing Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Museum, was built in 1887 by William G. Warden, once a partner of John D. Rockefeller and Henry Flagler in the early development of the Standard Oil Company. Henry Morrison Flagler was convinced Florida would become the “Riviera of the Americas.” He asked Warden to invest in the construction of a great railroad to connect St. Augustine with New York.

Warden went to Florida, studied the railroad project, and declared (the story goes) he would not put a cent into the railroad. However, he liked the climate and decided to build a large home here. He wanted to be in Florida, he said, to watch Flagler go broke.

The Warden family and its heirs lived here for many years until Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, the well-known Florida author of The Yearling, bought the home in 1941. In 1950 Castle Warden became the original Ripley’s Believe It or Not! Museum.



Just down the road from the museum is the lush Lake Alice National Wildlife Preserve, home base for alligators that fit easily into the whopper category. Don’t mess with them, but do enjoy this lovely spot. The preserve is on Museum Road, a mile west of SW 13th Street. Visit the website at fws.gov.

Some fossils that have shed light on Florida’s ancient history were found in the northwest part of Gainesville at the Devil’s Millhopper Geological State Park. This huge 5-acre sinkhole has yielded shark teeth and other evidence of the prehistoric sea that once covered the state. Some of the plants and animals in the 120-foot-deep collapsed caverns are more typical of the Appalachian Mountains than of Florida. Devil’s Millhopper Geological State Park is located off SR 232 at 4732 Millhopper Rd., Gainesville; (352) 955-2008; floridastateparks.org. Open 8 a.m. to sundown daily.

Kanapaha Botanical Gardens features 24 major collections (62 acres), including the state’s largest public display of bamboos and the largest herb garden in the Southeast. Kanapaha’s signature plants include a premier stand of Chinese royal bamboo, giant Victoria water lilies, and Asian snake arums. The garden’s name comes from the Timucuan Indian words for “palmetto leaf” and “house.” It refers to the thatched dwellings that were clustered on the western shore of 250-acre Lake Kanapaha. The inhabitants of this small Timucua village were residing here when European explorers made their first forays into inland Florida. To see the gardens at the height of their color, visit June through Sept. Don’t bypass the gift shop. It offers an unusual array of tasteful items including original art and treasures from the natural world.

Every winter Kanapaha holds its Annual Winter Bamboo Sale. In early January a descriptive listing indicates which bamboos are being offered during Jan and Feb on a dug-to-order basis. Usually between 15 and 20 types are offered, often including the elegant black bamboo. Purchases are available for pickup within two weeks of ordering. Open Mon, Tues, Wed, and Fri 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sat and Sun 9 a.m. to 7 p.m. Closed Thurs. Kanapaha Botanical Gardens, 4700 SW 58th Dr., Gainesville; (352) 372-4981; kanapaha.org.

If Florida springs intrigue you, head for Ginnie Springs Outdoors. Here’s an opportunity to tube, snorkel, or canoe down a remarkable river: the Santa Fe. (Canoe, tube, and snorkel equipment are available for rent.) The nine springs that feed the river are favorites of scuba divers, who come from all


Tubing the Ichetucknee

The day was warm, the water cool (72 degrees). We parked all our cares on the river’s banks, plopped into our inner tubes, and dedicated the day to drifting. We bobbed along beneath an emerald canopy on crystal clear water. Sunlight flickering through Spanish moss created moving light patterns on the river floor. We could see each and every fish. A great blue heron fanned us with massive wings as it passed just overhead. Early tubers reported seeing beavers and otters.

We moved along at a good clip with only an occasional steering stroke. Every turn offered a new view of this dense wilderness area studded with cypress knees and limestone outcrops. There was no motor noise to spoil the tranquility.

We did our tubing one gorgeous Saturday in October, a day we’ll remember always. This has to be one of Florida’s most enjoyable (and economical) off-the-beaten-path adventures.



over the world to explore the transparent 72-degree water. The resort offers a full-service dive center and air station, dive equipment rentals, and cavern-and cave-diving instruction. Spread over more than 200 acres of unspoiled forest, this lovely site offers everything from RV sites and cottages to riverfront wilderness camping. Located in north-central Florida near Gainesville and Lake City, Ginnie Springs Outdoors is just 20 minutes from I-75 at 7300 Ginnie Springs Rd., High Springs; (386) 454-7188; ginniespringsoutdoors.com.

At O’Leno State Park, the scenic Santa Fe River performs a real disappearing act as it flows underground for more than 3 miles before coming to the surface. Other natural features of O’Leno are sinkholes, hardwood hammocks, a river swamp, and sandhill communities. You’ll find a good view of the river from the suspension bridge built by the Civilian Conservation Corps in the late 1930s. This is a fine place to camp, canoe, fish, swim, or walk the nature trails. The park is off US 441, 35 miles northwest of Gainesville, and is open 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. daily year-round. O’Leno State Park, 410 SE Olena Park Rd., High Springs; (386) 454-1853; floridastateparks.org.

Ichetucknee Springs State Park features a pristine, crystal-clear river, but it is not exactly undiscovered. Floating down the scenic Ichetucknee in an inner tube has become so popular that the park limits the number of tubers to protect vegetation. Spending a day (or a few hours) on this river is a perfectly splendid thing to do. The current moves you effortlessly along so you can enjoy the surrounding beauty. No wonder this is such a popular pastime.

The river’s source is a group of springs that boil out of limestone sinks and trickle out from under cypress tree roots to the tune of 233 million gallons a day. Ichetucknee is the state’s third-largest spring, an impressive statistic in a state that claims more springs than any other.

At the park entrance you will receive a map of tubing options. No food, drink, tobacco, disposable items, or pets are allowed on the river. The peak season is May through Sept, when the park is apt to be most crowded. At other
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