
    
      
        [image: Cover]
      

    

  
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
    
      THE EVERYTHING® FAMILY GUIDE TO COASTAL FLORIDA

    

    
      Bob Brooke

    

  
    
Dear Reader,

Thanks for picking up this copy of The Everything® Family Guide to Coastal Florida. I've written this book to help you and your family get the most out of your trip to Coastal Florida, no matter whether it's your first time or one of many visits. As one of the few family guides to Coastal Florida on the market, it's an important tool in helping your family experience Coastal Florida to its fullest and bring back memories to cherish forever.

It's hard to keep information current about any destination, and Coastal Florida is no exception. Phone numbers and Internet addresses change constantly. I've made sure all of these phone numbers and Web sites are up-to-date, but as time passes, please be aware that you may have to double-check with a hotel concierge or local phone book.

In order for you to keep up with the latest information on Coastal Florida, please visit the Web sites listed in this book, including  www.visitfl orida.com . If you'd like to share your Coastal Florida experiences with me, drop me a line at  bobbrooke@bobbrooke.com . To learn more about me, visit my main Web site at  www.bobbrooke.com . My goal has been to provide a comprehensive and informative book on Coastal Florida. Only after you've returned with suitcases full of happy memories will I be able to know if I've succeeded.

Have a great trip!



Welcome to 

THESE HANDY, PORTABLE BOOKS are designed to be the perfect traveling companions. Whether you're traveling within a tight family budget or feeling the urge to splurge, you will find all you need to create a memorable family vacation.

Use these books to plan your trips, and then take them along with you for easy reference. Does Jimmy want to go sailing? Or maybe Jane wants to go to the local hobby shop. The Everything® Family Guides offer many ways to entertain kids of all ages while also ensuring you get the most out of your time away from home.

Review this book cover to cover to give you great ideas before you travel, and stick it in your backpack or diaper bag to use as a quick reference guide for activities, attractions, and excursions you want to experience. Let The Everything® Family Guides help you travel the world, and you'll discover that vacationing with the whole family can be filled with fun and exciting adventures.
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Top Ten Family-Friendly Activities to Experience in Coastal Florida


	Beaches: Soak up some sun on Coastal Florida's fabulous sparkling white sands.


	Exploring the Florida reef.


	The mysterious Everglades: Explore the “river of grass,” the only ecosystem of its kind on Earth.


	Playing the links.


	Mother Nature's best: Discover a natural world just waiting to be explored.


	Soaring into virtual space: Visit the Kennedy Space Center, Coastal Florida's number-one attraction.


	Visiting museums: No longer dark and boring places, Coastal Florida's museums help you to understand her culture and people.


	Theme parks.


	Baseball rendezvous: See your favorite baseball players warm up for the season in Spring Training.


	10. Shopping.
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Introduction

For the last four decades or so, Florida has become known as the land where fantasy is reality. Yet so many of its visitors miss the real Florida — the beauty and mystery along its coast. With so many miles of spectacular shoreline, it's hard to choose where to go. The sheer scope of coastal vacation possibilities will astound you. There's far too much to see and do in one day, one week, or one visit. To make the most of your vacation time, you'll want to pinpoint the places and activities that appeal to you and your family.

Even Florida's name suggests a wealth of tropical beauty: waving palms, fragrant orchids and bromeliads, emerald green waters, and sparkling white sands. Colorful birds wade through the waters and fly overhead as alligators doze in the sun on the banks of tropical rivers and swamps. Mother Nature populated this green peninsula with a variety of creatures and plants, all for you to discover.

Since the first railroads carried wealthy vacationers to the region in the late nineteenth century, Coastal Florida has been touted as a paradise. And though parking lots are paving over much of it, you can still find coastal areas where your family can have fun and commune with nature, too.

No two days of your vacation need be alike. You can walk in the footsteps of conquistadors and pirates one day, then canoe along a river little altered by time or man the next. You can eat seafood fresh from the ocean or sample local delicacies such as alligator tail. Though no place of interest lies more than 60 miles from the sea, this book covers only what's along the coast. Beginning in vibrant Miami, it heads northward up Florida's Atlantic coast to Fort Lauderdale, Palm Beach, and Cocoa Beach, then on to historic Saint Augustine and Jacksonville. Next, it focuses on the south, covering the magnificent Florida Keys and Key West before exploring the mysterious Everglades. Traveling up the Gulf coast to cultural Sarasota and urban Tampa and Saint Petersburg, it finally makes a journey across the Panhandle from beachside Panama City to genteel Pensacola. Each destination is intended to be used a base to explore the area around it. Each is distinctive, but combined they create a tapestry of beauty and history that's Coastal Florida.

You'll find both the old and the new celebrated here. The region's colorful past comes alive through exhibits of Spanish treasures, historical recreations of Native American settlements, re-enactments of buccaneer invasions, and state-of-the-art tours into the future at the Kennedy Space Center. But to discover the real treasures of Coastal Florida, you have to look beyond this book, meandering down narrow streets, hiking along wilderness trails, and visiting small towns and villages.

Through this book, you'll also become acquainted with Coastal Florida's natural habitats and human-made wonders. Each river, stream, and tropical lagoon has its own character. Each waits to be explored. Each offers a setting of peace and beauty found nowhere else in the country. You'll discover animals and plants here that exist nowhere else in the world. But even Coastal Florida's cities have their own personalities, from Latin Miami to commercial Jacksonville to Old South Pensacola.

If you already have an itinerary in mind — lying on a beach working on your tan, visiting a museum or two, watching silhouetted palm trees sway in the breeze at sunset, or perhaps encountering an alligator, a dolphin, or a tarpon — this book will help you fill it out. If not, you'll find a wide selection of recommended tours to use singly or in combination. Each chapter also offers recommendations for places to stay, to eat, and to play, all selected with your family's enjoyment in mind.

Whatever you choose to do, leave your watch at home and follow the sun. Bring along plenty of sunblock and a sense of wonder and curiosity that will allow you to discover the magic of Coastal Florida, and you'll go home wondering how soon you can return. Floridians say, “Once you get Florida sand in your shoes, you'll always return.” And when you do, you'll have The Everything® Family Guide to Coastal Florida to help you have a great time.
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Welcome to Coastal Florida

A WORLD OF FUN and history awaits you in Coastal Florida. You've probably imagined lying on a sandy beach while palm trees rustle in the breeze. Or maybe you prefer to wrestle a mighty tarpon or run across an alligator on a walk through a tropical forest. You'll find much more in Coastal Florida than sun, sea, and sand. You and your family can go back in time to the days of the buccaneers or forward to outer space. In between, you'll find a land with so many diverse attractions, you'll barely have time to sleep.


Getting to Know Coastal Florida

Over forty million tourists come to Florida each year, and although a great many visit Central Florida's theme parks, many more visit the resorts and towns of Coastal Florida. With nearly 1,200 miles of coastline, the second longest coastline of any state, the coast of Florida is probably one of the least tapped resources in the United States. Beyond its beaches, you'll find fascinating historical sites, hikable tropical forests, canoeable rivers, and enough golf courses to play a different one every day of your vacation.

The first place that most people think of when someone mentions Coastal Florida is Miami Beach. Its glamorous notoriety through much of the twentieth century has made it Florida's premiere beach resort. But there are so many more — lively Fort Lauderdale, sedate Jacksonville Beach, historic Saint Augustine, elegant Naples, cultural Sarasota, family fun land Panama City, nautical Pensacola, artsy Key West, plus many others. Each has its own personality, its own lifestyle, and its own attractions. All have a laid-back feel — an “I'll get to it sooner or later” attitude found nowhere else in the country.

And maybe that's what endears Coastal Florida to so many return visitors. They're looking for a place to escape the hectic pace of life. In the northern cities in particular, they can hang back and enjoy life by just lying on the sand and looking up at the rolling blue sky above.


A Brief History of Coastal Florida

When Juan Ponce de León arrived in what's now Florida in 1513, he met Indians whose ancestors had harvested the waters, roamed the hills, and waded the swamps of Florida for at least twelve centuries. Little remains of these early wanderers except artifacts and mounds of discarded oyster shells. The Apalachees roamed the western regions, the Timucuas spread from Tampa Bay, and the Calusas roamed the southern swamplands.



[image: illustration] FAST FACT

English explorers Sebastian and John Cabot may have been the first Europeans to see Florida in 1498 through an error in latitude readings. When John Cabot stepped ashore on what's now known as Cape Florida on Key Biscayne, he supposedly called it Baccallaos, the name the Indians gave to tuna that swam in the offshore waters.



Ponce de León came to America looking for a legendary fountain of youth that he had heard about from the Indians on the island of Puerto Rico. He landed near present-day Saint Augustine and claimed the land for Spain. He and other Spanish explorers had also heard tales of great caches of gold just waiting to be taken. Unfortunately, Ponce de León never did find his fountain of youth, but he did name the new land La Florida in honor of Spain's Festival of Flowers, Pascua Florida, or the “feast of flowers.”

After exploring Florida's eastern coast, he returned again in 1521 to set up a colony on the southwestern side of the peninsula. The Calusa Indians fiercely defended their territory, wounding Ponce de León with a poison arrow, sending him scurrying for Cuba where he died of his wounds. Following his accounts of the new land, fellow explorer Hernando de Soto explored around Tampa Bay before dying of fever. In 1559, Tristán de Luna tried to set up a colony on Pensacola Bay, but hurricanes and hardships put an end to it two years later. Undaunted, the Spanish king sent Pedro Menéndez de Avilés to Florida in 1565. After arriving on the northeast coast and establishing what would become the first permanent settlement in America, he went on to establish forts and missions to convert the Indians to Christianity. Since the Spanish had a hold on Florida, the English headed north to found their colonies.

English colonists from what's now Georgia began harassing the Spanish colony in the early eighteenth century, eventually destroying it. At around the same time, the French captured Pensacola in 1719. England's hold grew stronger as Spain's grew weaker. Finally, in 1763, following the devastating Seven Years War, Spain traded Florida for Cuba, which the British had captured, thus ending her dreams of riches.

The British divided Florida into East and West, with capitals at Saint Augustine and Pensacola. Though they promised colonists land grants, they couldn't follow through on much else because the Revolutionary War in the northern colonies had begun. Though East and West Florida remained loyal to the British, Spain once again won the two territories after the war, offering generous land grants both to potential Spanish colonists and those from America. And slaves escaping from the American colonies found a safe haven in Florida.

By the late eighteenth century, most of Florida's original tribes had been killed or scattered, victims of European exploration, raids, and wars, but as the eighteenth century progressed, more Creek Indians from Georgia moved in to fill the void. They called themselves Seminoles, from the Creek word siminoli, meaning wanderers or exiles. Andrew Jackson invaded northern Florida in 1814 supposedly to squelch an Indian uprising in what was then Alabama, but his actual mission was to roust the British troops from Pensacola. Instead, he attacked Indian settlements, which started the First Seminole War.



[image: illustration] FAST FACT

President James Monroe sent Andrew Jackson the Rhea Letter in 1818, which Jackson understood to be his official authorization to march into Florida on the pretext of subduing the Seminoles, but in actuality ordered him to take control of the region for the United States.



After the war began, Spain decided to sell Florida to the United States in 1821. Andrew Jackson became the first territorial governor over united East and West Florida, governing from the new capital, Tallahassee.

Just like their brothers and sisters across the country, Florida's Indians struggled hopelessly to hold onto their homeland. Settlers pressured Jackson to remove the Indians to territory set aside for them west of the Mississippi. When Andrew Jackson became president in 1835, he declared the Second Seminole War. But he underestimated the Seminole's resolve to fight for what was theirs. Seven years and 1,500 lives later, Jackson declared a victory and sent the surviving Seminoles to the Indian Territory. But several hundred escaped into the Everglades to live and hide in the swamp. Their descendants, 500 Miccosukees and 1,500 Seminoles, live there today.

Florida became a state in 1845. Most of its people lived in the northern part of the state, growing cotton, sweet potatoes, and rice on large plantations. Soon after the Civil War broke out, Florida joined the Confederacy. Spared from any major battles, it was able to recover faster than other southern states. Georgia farmers, later known as “crackers,” immigrated into northern Florida to work on farms.

Southern Florida dozed in the sun until millionaires Henry Flagler and Henry B. Plant built railroads down each coast in the 1880s. These brought not only visitors to luxury seaside resorts catering to the well-heeled that each built, but also thousands of workers to build them. Not accessible to the rest of the country, southern Florida opened up to new industries such as cigar-making, sponge-fishing, and citrus-growing. Immigrants, eager to work in the new industries, began to arrive by the boatload. Greek sponge-fishermen settled in Tarpon Springs. Cuban cigar-makers first settled in Key West, then later moved north to Ybor City in Tampa. Scots joined them soon after.

Additional rich farmland opened up as workers drained swamps. Real estate boomed. Then it fell in 1926. Violent hurricanes, the Great Depression, and the Mediterranean fruit fly decimated Florida's economy. All seemed lost until World War II broke out, and Florida became a major military training ground. The good times came back.

Postwar America boomed. And Florida was no exception. A new industry with its eye on the far reaches of the universe set up shop on several desolate barrier islands halfway down Florida's east coast, while an entertainment conglomerate set up shop in Central Florida. NASA and a little mouse named Mickey changed Florida forever.


Who Are the Floridians?

During the past two decades, over two million people have settled in Florida, either through immigration or retirement, making it the fourth most populous state in the country. Often called “God's Waiting Room,” the perception held by many is that Florida is a land of senior citizens. But the fact is that the average age is just thirty-six.

Florida has become a true melting pot, a symbol of what America stands for. Native Americans, Cubans, Greeks, Scots, Slavs, Mexicans, Minorcans, Asians, African-Americans, Jews, and many others have contributed their skills and traditions to make Florida what it is today. Miami, where more than 130,000 people speak eighteen languages other than English or Spanish, has become a truly ethnic metropolis.

Ethnic Groups

In order to have some political clout, the Big Cypress, Brighton, and Hollywood Creek Indians joined together as the Seminole Tribe of Florida in 1957. The Miccosukee tribe broke away and formed their own group in 1962. The former live on the Big Cypress Reservation, the Brighton reservation, and in Hollywood, Florida. The latter live on the Tamiami Trail and Alligator Alley reservations north of Everglades National Park. Both continue to battle with the federal government over land rights and compensation.

Since 1959, nearly half a million Cubans, fleeing Castro's communist government, have reached Florida's shores. By the early 1960s many of Cuba's doctors, lawyers, politicians, and civil servants arrived with nothing but their skills and a willingness to endure whatever hardships were necessary to build a better life. Today, over half of Greater Miami's population is Hispanic. With so much Spanish spoken, other Latin American immigrants from Central and South America have joined the Cubans in Miami.

Nearly one-third of the population of Tarpon Springs, the oldest city on Florida's west coast, are descendants of Greek sponge-divers. Also on the west coast, in 1870 Scottish immigrants opened a general store and petitioned the U.S. Post Office to name their town Dunedin, a Gaelic word meaning “peaceful rest.” Count Odet Phillippe, a surgeon, introduced grapefruits to Florida in the 1830s and the citrus industry began. Though the area no longer produces citrus fruit, the Scottish heritage lives on in the annual Highland Games.

Runaway black slaves began arriving in Florida in the early nineteenth century. Over 1,400 lived alongside the Seminoles in the swamps. Plantation owners in Florida had their own slaves as well.

Appreciating Local Culture

Many immigrant groups have contributed to Florida's culture. Each, in its own way, has infused its traditions into the melting-pot Floridian culture you'll experience today.

The most obvious and conspicuous is the Cuban culture of Miami. Cubans brought with them their cuisine, music, traditions, and language, all of which have dramatically affected life in their adopted city. Little Havana, the Cuban neighborhood of Miami, feels more like Cuba than America. The aroma of rich Cuban coffee mixes with that of black beans and rice. Hispanic arts and music festivals carry on their traditions.

On the other side of the peninsula, the fragrant aromas of moussaka and baklava spill out from Greek restaurants and bakeries in Tarpon Springs, as Greek spongers sit and talk at sidewalk cafés. Today, Tarpon Springs is the largest sponge market in the world. The beautiful Byzantine-style Saint Nicholas Cathedral, built in 1943, serves as a focal point of this lively Greek community. Every year on the sixth of January, more than 30,000 residents and visitors take part in Epiphany, a day of Greek tradition and culture commemorating the baptism of Christ by John the Baptist.

The Scottish community of Dunedin keeps its heritage alive with the Highland Games and Festival, held in April, where bagpipes, drums, highland dancing, and athletic games turn the town into a huge celebration.

Native American tribes like the Miccosukees sustain their way of life by sharing it with visitors at the Miccosukee Indian Village, a re-creation of one of their settlements offering alligator wrestling shows, a restaurant, a soda stand, and souvenir shops selling fiber dolls, baskets, bracelets, and colorful wooden tomahawks. There's also a model of their old homestead, called chickee, from the days when they had to camp in the Everglades swampland, hiding from government officials trying to evict them.

By the 1940s, Miami's black Overtown neighborhood had become well known for its major nightclubs. Great performers like Cab Calloway, Nat “King” Cole, Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday, and Louis Armstrong put Overtown's Northwest Second Avenue on the map.


What Does Coastal Florida Have to Offer Your Family?

Florida is a wonderland for families. Unfortunately, the theme parks have given everyone the impression that that's all there is to do here. And that can't be further from the truth. When traveling as a family, you want to make sure that everyone has a good time — that everyone gets to do what interests them. And at every coastal destination, you'll have plenty of opportunities to do that.

Outdoor Activities

Wherever you go in Florida, there's someplace to cast a line, cruise a craft, or hike a trail. Coastal Florida offers so many opportunities for outdoor fun that it's a wonder anyone stays inside. Water activities dominate the outdoor scene of Coastal Florida, where you're always less than 50 miles away from water. Fishing and boating are the major activities, with opportunities to hook prize-winning game fish or just some trout for dinner. Second to that is surfing and windsurfing along Florida's Atlantic coast beaches. The Intracoastal Waterway provides not only a means to travel the coast by boat, but also calmer waters on which to water-ski or Jet-Ski.

Golf and tennis join fishing as Florida's top recreational activities. There's a joke going around Florida that says if anyone finds an extra tract of land in Florida, it more than likely will turn into a golf course or tennis court with an accompanying residential development before too long. Currently, Florida boasts hundreds of golf courses. In fact, if you traveled around the state, you probably could play a different course every day.

Cultural Activities

If you're like most of Coastal Florida's visitors, you're unaware of its fascinating historical sites and districts. Pensacola's North Hill Preservation District, for example, has restored homes built during the timber boom of the late 1890s and early 1900s. Its Seville Square Historic District offers restored eighteenth and nineteenth century buildings containing specialty shops and restaurants.

And then there are the old forts constructed to defend the coast, first by the Spanish and then by the English and Americans.

When you're not sunbathing on Florida's white sand beaches, you can visit countless museums with thousands of pieces of historic memorabilia, photographs, documents, and artifacts on display. Some, like the Ringling Museum complex in Sarasota, house priceless works of art. Others, such as the Edison Home and Gardens in Fort Myers, tell the story of inventions that we take for granted today.

Nature Activities

If you're looking to commune more with nature, you can rent a canoe and paddle the many state trails through miles of undisturbed scenic beauty in many state parks on or near the coast. You'll find opportunities for canoe rentals plentiful at all Florida state recreation areas.

There are plenty of places to hike, also. Unlike its northern neighbors, Coastal Florida offers tropical hammocks through which you can hike to see unique wildlife and vegetation. You'll find the country's largest remaining stand of virgin bald cypress, the oldest trees in eastern North America, in Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary, near Naples. Maintained by the National Audubon Society, the entire preserve is a must if you're a nature buff.



[image: illustration] TRAVEL TIP

The best time to hike is from late fall to early spring, avoiding the heat of summer and the worst of the mosquitoes. You'll also see more variety of wildlife. Be sure to carry plenty of drinking water and wear comfortable hiking shoes.



And along those same lines, Coastal Florida is a birder's wonderland. With over 400 species of birds in the area, you'll find that carrying your binoculars at all times is a must. State recreation areas all along Florida's coasts provide a myriad of opportunities to observe herons and egrets, plus hundreds of migrating birds. You can also go for a swim and have a picnic.

One of the most extraordinary natural areas in the world exists in southern Florida. The Everglades sprawls over 5,000 square miles of land and water. It has been called the wildest, shallowest, strangest river in the world. Spending a day here is like going back in time to a primordial age.

And Collier-Seminole State Park, a 6,423-acre park south of Naples, where Big Cypress Swamp joins the Everglades, is the last refuge of the Seminole Indians. Walking the nature trails will give you an idea of what they had to endure to live in the swamp.


When Should You Visit?

Florida is called the Sunshine State — and why not, for the sun shines brightly nearly every day in some locations. While Florida can also get both colder and hotter from time to time than you might expect, it justifiably claims year-round weather nearly as perfect as can be found anywhere in the continental United States. Generally, the “shoulder seasons,” spring and fall, offer the most pleasant days and nights in all but the southernmost regions of Florida, where you'll find winter the favored time to visit. Throughout the state, summers tend to be wet, hot, and humid. Winters are drier, mild and sunny with moderate readings, though in the northern regions there can be periods when temperatures drop into the 20s and even occasional snow. From Central Florida southward, freezing can occur occasionally in all but the most southerly regions.

Hurricanes, though they can be devastating, shouldn't keep you from visiting in the fall. Usually developing in September, they have also occurred much later. In recent years, Mother Nature has stretched out hurricane season, beginning earlier and ending later with many more violent storms. Unlike many other weather phenomena, they come with plenty of warning, allowing visitors either to batten down or depart for inland locations.

All in all, you'll discover that temperate seasons, refreshing cold springs, breezy beaches, and lots of air conditioning all contribute to making Coastal Florida a good year-round destination.


The Climate of Coastal Florida

Coastal Florida's year-round mild temperatures and almost constant sunshine lure families weary of the gray skies and cold of the north. The Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean alternately provide cool breezes in summer and warm ones in winter. Winters are usually dry and mild while summers are wet. Sea breezes help to alleviate the summer heat and humidity. Florida's coastal areas remain slightly warmer in winter and cooler in summer than inland destinations. The Gulf Stream, flowing around the western tip of Cuba through the Florida Straits and northward along the lower East Coast, makes southern Florida one of the warmest places in the continental United States during the winter.

Frequent afternoon thunderstorms temper the summer heat. In fact, Florida has more thunderstorms than any other state. On the positive side, thunderstorms can lower temperatures as much as 20°. You'll find that these summer thunderstorms most frequently occur in an area from Tampa east to Daytona Beach, then south to Cape Canaveral and west to Fort Myers, which averages 100 days of lightning per year. Overall, Florida receives 50 to 65 inches of rain per year, but that amount can vary from 80 inches in Pensacola to 40 inches in Key West. The Panhandle has two rainy seasons, one from late winter to early spring and another during summer. Statewide, April and November are the driest months. Generally, more than 50 percent of the total annual rainfall for the state falls between June and September. Add to that the average of thirty tornadoes that touch down each year from April to June.

Average Temperature Range

The hottest months along Florida's coasts are June through August, when the daytime temperature can soar to 95°. Daytime winter temperatures average between 45° and 70°, dropping to as low as 40° in northern Florida and 70° to 80° in the southern half. Springtime has the lowest relative humidity, between 65 and 70 percent. Summer temperatures are more or less uniform throughout the state, with average highs around 90°. and lows seldom falling below 70°. While summer can bring hot afternoons, offshore breezes keep life comfortable in most regions near the coast.

Hurricanes

The hurricane season lasts from June through October, with most of the hurricanes occurring in September or October. As this could put a damper on your vacation plans, you should check the Weather Channel ( www.weather.com ) or the National Weather Service ( www.nws.noaa.gov ) before your departure in case you have to reschedule your visit. Miami's National Hurricane Center tracks storms by radar and satellites. If you're already in Florida, tune in to local radio or television stations for up-to-the-minute advisories and evacuation warnings. Most storms that enter Florida approach from the south or southwest, entering the Keys, the Miami area, or along the west coast.


Deciding How to Get There

Using the discount and promotional fares offered by various airlines, flying to Coastal Florida is probably your best bet. The major flight hubs of Miami and Tampa, plus many smaller airports with good air service, such as Jacksonville, West Palm Beach, and Pensacola, make getting to your destination easy.

With the price of gasoline what it is today, traveling by car to Coastal Florida isn't the value it once was. Unless you live close by, you'll pay less flying. In most cases, flying also beats traveling by train. Amtrak (Toll-free 800-872-7245,  www.amtrak.com ) trains only connect to the coastal cities of Jacksonville, Fort Lauderdale, Tampa, and Miami. A train trip from Philadelphia to Jacksonville will cost you nearly $300 and take over sixteen hours one-way. Unless you're afraid of flying or have a long vacation time, traveling by train isn't an option.

Many tour operators and airline tour desks offer packages combining plane tickets and hotel accommodations with sightseeing and dining. If you think a package will be inflexible, think again. Though you may have to stay over a Saturday night or stay at least seven days, the money you save by using a package will more than offset any inconvenience.


Getting Around

Since distances in Florida are relatively short, driving from the west to the east coast takes a little over two hours. And traveling from Miami to Pensacola can take about six hours. If you're taking a bus, the trip will take much longer. Flying is probably your best option if you plan on visiting several areas on your vacation.

By traveling early or later in the day and midweek, you can fly between cities in Florida for about what it costs to travel by bus. A one-way flight between Miami and Jacksonville, for example, will cost about $99 and take under two hours. The same trip by bus will cost $60, but it will take over eleven hours, while a similar trip by train will cost $49 and take nine hours.

Though buses used to be the least expensive method of travel within Florida, they aren't anymore. Greyhound is the only long-distance service, linking all major cities and many smaller towns. Buses connect the major cities 24-7, stopping only for driver changes and meal breaks. If you're traveling through the Florida Keys, you can flag down a bus anywhere along the Overseas Highway or board at scheduled stops. As with airline fares, you'll pay less if you travel on weekdays and use special companion, military, or student discounts.

Traveling by train between Florida's coastal cities takes time and may limit your itinerary. Though Amtrak links major coastal cities, service is limited to one or two departures a day.

Taxis in Florida's coastal cities are relatively expensive. For the most part, travel here is more suburban than urban, except in the largest cities. Because of this, rental car rates are often low.

Renting a Car

Renting a car to get around a particular area is probably your best option. All the major companies — Hertz, Avis, Budget, National, Alamo, and Thrifty — have rental locations at airports. Others, like Dollar and Enterprise, have locations nearby. If you plan to rent a car anyway, check for fly-drive packages that offer discounted car rental rates when you buy an air ticket. They're usually cheaper than renting on arrival and often give you unlimited free mileage. But you may do better if you buy a cheap air ticket and combine it with a holiday or weekend car-rental package that includes unlimited mileage. If you plan on renting a car for a week or more, you should use the fly-drive option, as the cost of mileage could be as much as the car rental itself. Remember, if you plan to drive a car to a different city and drop it off, you'll might have to pay a drop-off charge that's often as much as a week's rental. The following companies offer car rentals in Florida:


	Alamo: [image: illustration]Toll-free 800-462-5266, [image: illustration] www.alamo.com 


	Avis: [image: illustration]Toll-free 800-331-1212, [image: illustration] www.avis.com 


	Budget: [image: illustration]Toll-free 800-527-0700, [image: illustration] www.budget.com 


	Dollar: [image: illustration]Toll-free 866-434-2226, [image: illustration] www.dollar.com 


	Enterprise: [image: illustration]Toll-free 800-261-7331, [image: illustration] www.enterprise.com 


	Hertz: [image: illustration]Toll-free 800-654-3131, [image: illustration] www.hertz.com 


	National: [image: illustration]Toll-free 888-501-9010, [image: illustration] www.nationalcar.com 


	Thrifty: [image: illustration]Toll-free 800-847-4389, [image: illustration] www.thrifty.com 






[image: illustration] TRAVEL TIP

Check with your auto insurance carrier to see if you're covered while driving a rental car. If yes, check “No” for the Collision Damage Waiver on your car rental agreement of insurance. This waiver often isn't included in the initial rental charge, but you should take it out. At $10 to $12 a day, this can add substantially to the total cost, but without it you're liable for every scratch to the car — even if none was your fault.



Driving in Florida

To make the best time, ride the interstate highways — odd-numbered ones run north and south and even-numbered ones run east to west. Some of these are toll roads, such as the 318-mile Florida Turnpike. Usually you'll pay a toll according to how far you've driven. Also, along Florida's coast you'll have to pay tolls to cross a number of bridges and causeways.
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Whenever possible, park in the shade. If you don't, you may find your car too hot to touch when you return. Temperatures inside cars parked in the full force of the Florida sun can reach 140ºF. Purchase an inexpensive cardboard windshield screen at a discount or auto store. It will keep your parked car a lot cooler.



To really see Coastal Florida, amble along scenic roads like Highway A1A, which runs parallel to U.S. Route 1 along Florida's east coast. But be aware that back roads are often just two lanes.

The official speed limit in Florida is 55 miles per hour, raised to 65 miles per hour on interstate highways. The speed drops to about 35 miles per hour on roads through smaller towns. Keep an eye out for speed traps, since the speed may change within a few yards, not enabling you to slow down fast enough. Fines for speeding can start at $75. And make sure your front-seat passenger fastens his seat belt — it's the law in Florida.

Bicycling

Bicycling around Coastal Florida's major cities can be dangerous because of heavy traffic and lack of bike paths. However, you'll find it a great way to explore smaller towns and villages using marked cycle paths along the coast. You can rent a bicycle for $8 to $15 a day or $30 to $55 a week from many beach shops and concessionaires in some state parks. You'll find the best cycling areas in the Panhandle and along the northeast coast.

For safety and visibility, wear a brightly colored helmet and cycling gloves. And always keep your water bottle filled and drink from it frequently to avoid getting dehydrated in the hot Florida sun. For free bicycle touring information and detailed maps of cycling routes, contact the Florida Department of Transportation (605 Suwanee Street, Tallahassee 32399-0450, 850-414-4100,  www.dot.state.fl.us ).
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The Land of Coastal Florida

WHEN MANY PEOPLE THINK of Florida, images of theme parks and sandy beaches come to mind. But you'll be surprised to discover that Coastal Florida is a world of natural wonder and mystery with extraordinary land and wildlife. Though much contributes to the diversity of ecosystems found here, latitude and elevation top the list. Florida straddles both the temperate and subtropical zones, allowing for a wide variety of plants and animals. And though much of the coast is flat and low-lying, just a few inches in elevation drastically affects what grows and lives there.


The Lay of the Land

Hundreds of millions of years ago, what's Florida today was just a string of volcanic islands. Its landmass, a huge, mostly submerged projection known as the Floridian Plateau, separates the Gulf of Mexico from the Atlantic Ocean. Over time, the magma of these ancient volcanoes hardened, and erosion and deposits of silt and sand buried them beneath the sea. Like Venus from the sea, Florida first emerged as a sandy bar thirty million years ago. For eons its bedrock had lain beneath the warm ocean, slowly collecting sediment and forming limestone deposits that would one day become new land. Washed by pounding waves, worn by wind and rain, the mass enlarged and shrank as Ice Age glaciers to the north formed and reformed, intermittently raising and lowering the level of the sea. The tides carved out stone bluffs and terraces.

Following the Ice Age, centuries of heavy rain filled scars and caves created in the limestone crust by the changing seas. Springs burst through the surface, transforming sinkholes into marshes and lagoons. The limestone foundation became covered with sand and red clay that in some places has mixed to produce a rich sandy loam fertile enough to grow a variety of fruits and vegetables. In the extreme southern portion of Florida, peat covered the limestone, enabling lush jungle-like areas to form.

Large reptiles, mastodons, and other creatures began to roam over this new land one million years ago. And as the last Ice Age retreated in North America, the Florida peninsula took the shape it has today.


The Regions of Coastal Florida

The eight major tourism areas discussed in this book — the Northeast Coast, the Space Coast, the Southeast Coast, the West Coast, the Northwest Coast, the Florida Panhandle, the Florida Keys, and Southern Coastal Florida — all fall into one of four geographical regions: coastal plains, lowlands, the Everglades, and the Keys.

Coastal Plains

Like a watery fringe, the Atlantic and Gulf coastal plains surround the state, extending inland as far as 60 miles in some places. Mostly quite level and low, they are often wooded and dense; offshore they take the form of sand bars, coral reefs, lagoons, and islands.

The Atlantic Coastal Plain is a low, level plain ranging in width from 30 to 100 miles, covering the eastern part of the state. Just beyond the mainland, there's a narrow ribbon of sandbars, coral reefs, and barrier islands. Between this ribbon and the plain are shallow lakes, lagoons, rivers, and bays. This plain includes the Big Cypress Swamp and the Everglades at over 1.5 million acres. Also within the Atlantic Coastal Plain are the Florida Keys, a chain of small islands that curve 150 miles off the southern end of the mainland from Miami.

The East Gulf Coastal Plain has two sections: the southwestern part of Florida and the curves around the northern edge of the Gulf of Mexico across the Panhandle to the western border. Here are also long narrow barrier islands and coastal swamps.

Lowlands

The Gulf Coast lowlands, formally known as the Marianna Lowlands, along the coast of Florida's Panhandle are a flat sandy area with many sinkholes, which have been filled in by the dissolution of the limestone foundation to form numerous marshes and ponds. Shaped by the seas during the Pleistocene period, they rise no more than 100 feet. Here, streams and clear rivers like the Apalachicola, the largest in Florida, meander between gently rolling hills on their way to the Gulf of Mexico.

Everglades

The southernmost region, the Everglades Basin, contains Florida's largest swamp area, though today large sections of it have been drained and converted to farmland. The great Everglades, a giant “river of grass” flowing from Lake Okeechobee through the Big Cypress Swamp, dominates this area. Here, small pockets of trees poke their heads above an endless flat expanse of sawgrass stretching to the horizon. The water from a 50-mile-wide river replenishes the sawgrass, which produces algae that feeds a myriad of creatures, including alligators.

Keys

The farthest bit of fringe, the 100-mile-long string of small islands known as the Florida Keys, stretches southwest from Key Biscayne to Key West. The Upper Keys have a base of coral rock, an extension of the only living coral reef in the continental United States, lying due east. Dense woodland covers the Lower Keys, with a foundation of oolitic limestone, once part of the seabed.


The Coast

Florida has 1,197 miles of coastline, more than any state except Alaska. The Gulf Coast stretches for 798 miles while the Atlantic coast is 399 miles long. Of the total length of Florida coast, beaches lie over 800 miles. Add to that Florida's 4,424 square miles of water — nearly 10 percent of its total area — and you can see why Coastal Florida is a fishing and boating paradise.



[image: illustration] FAST FACT

Florida's Gulf coastline has a low ocean floor 60 feet deep, from 3 miles out near Panama City to 40 miles out off Cedar Key. On the east coast the low area begins at West Palm Beach, widening toward Jacksonville Beach. However, off Miami Beach the ocean floor drops from 600 to 6,000 feet, making this the closest area to the continental shelf.



Tucked into Florida's coast are a myriad of estuaries, inlets, bays, and islands. The state's eastern shore from Fernandina Beach to Miami Beach is one long string of sandy beaches, some extremely wide, like Daytona. On the Gulf side, sandy beaches run from Pensacola east to Saint George Island in the northwest and from Honeymoon Island south to Marco Island along the west coast. Florida's Big Bend, as the peninsula curves into the Panhandle, has shorelines consisting of mostly salt marshes. Around the state's southern tip lie 96 miles of mangrove islands and another 438 miles of coastal marshes and lagoons.

But Mother Nature frequently remodels shorelines. Through wind and wave action, sands move from one side of an island or inlet to the other. Storms and hurricanes can drastically alter the coastal landscape, creating channels where before there were none and filling in those created previously. These high-energy shorelines have natural sand dunes, built up over time around stands of wild sea oats. This particular grass is so important to dune protection that Florida law prohibits anyone from picking, breaking, or trampling it. Beach erosion is a natural thing, but the State of Florida has undertaken extensive beach restoration to preserve its major tourism resource.
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Of the seven species of sea turtle, five nest on Florida's sandy beaches — green, loggerhead, leatherback, hawksbill, and olive ridley. The best time to view them is in June during peak nesting time. Take one of the ranger-led turtle walks offered at state parks and national seashores along the southern portion of the northeast coast.



When you think of sandy beaches, you naturally think of sunbathing and swimming. But there's so much more going on along Florida's coasts. Beaches provide a habitat for many species of animals and birds. By day, shore birds prowl the break line — that line where the waves break on the sand — searching for a tidbit. By night, sea turtles creep ashore to lay their eggs along some beaches. And where you don't find sand, you'll find mangrove forests, salt marshes, and estuaries. Offshore, coral reefs provide you with another exotic ecosystem to explore.

Beaches

Beaches are probably Florida's prime natural assets. Of the twenty-five state beach parks, Little Talbot Island, off the coast of Saint Augustine, is the largest while Cayo Costa Island is one of the most unspoiled. In recent years, the State of Florida has undertaken a “Save Our Coast” campaign by purchasing natural beach property for recreation while at the same time preserving it. In addition, the federal government has established national seashores, one encompassing 26 miles of shoreline at Cape Canaveral on Florida's east coast and another encompassing 50 miles of shoreline among the Gulf Islands of the Panhandle.
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Since Portuguese man-of-wars have no means of locomotion, their floating, sail-like bodies often wash ashore. Their tentacles, sometimes up to 60 feet long and often buried just under the sand's surface, can deliver a painful sting. Be aware of their purplish bodies with far-reaching tentacles.



One of the major activities along Florida's beaches, especially those along the west coast, is shelling. Sea waves toss many interesting creatures onto Florida's beaches. Horseshoe crabs lie waiting for the next tide while sponges and seahorses dot the sands. The variety of Florida's shells will boggle your mind — conches, fig shells, moon snails, whelks, red and orange scallops, cockles, turban, and pen shells, to name only a few.

Mangroves

Nearly 470,000 acres of tropical mangrove swamps dot the shores of southern Florida. Some occur even as far north as Cedar Key, north of Saint Petersburg on the Gulf Coast. Botanists call them “walking” trees because their knee-like roots make them look as if they're ready to walk away. They're a necessary part of the coastal ecosystem because they create a protected nursery for shellfish, crustaceans like lobsters, and some fish. And along Florida's hurricane-prone coastline, they also protect the mainland from storm winds and floods.

Three species of mangrove grow in the brackish waters around the Florida Keys and the southwest coast. Unlike other trees, mangroves produce live young. Their seeds germinate while still attached to the tree. After dropping from the parent, the young seedling can float for weeks or months until it washes up on a suitable shore, where its sprouted condition allows it to quickly send out roots. Mangrove trees have difficulty extracting oxygen from the muddy soil, so they send out a system of aerial roots, which dangle from branches or twist outward from the lower trunk. Crocodiles, frogs, river otters, mink, and raccoons love to hide beneath them.

Islands

Florida's territorial boundaries also include thousands of islands. In fact, locals call the coastal area south of Naples and west of the Everglades “the Land of Ten Thousand Islands.” Second in number only to Alaska, these islands rise from Biscayne Bay to Pensacola Bay. Others occur in rivers, lagoons, inlets, and harbors. At least 4,500 of them cover 10 acres or more.

Coral Reefs

Florida's living coral reef, the only one in the nation, frames its southeastern corner. Coral comes in a rainbow of colors — orange (elkhorn coral), red (brain coral), and green (star coral). Though to a diver, coral lying on the ocean floor may seem huge — and some is gigantic — it's actually made of millions of small, soft animals called polyps, related to sea anemones. The polyps secrete limestone to form a hard outer shell. At night they extend their feathery tentacles to filter seawater for microscopic food. This provides only a fraction of the coral's nutrition. They gain the most from the photosynthesis of algae that live within their cells. When warmer water kills off large numbers of these algae, the weakened polyp succumbs to disease and dies. While this may sound severe, the damage from tourist activities in Florida has had much more of an impact on the reef. Fortunately, it's against the law to take any live coral to sell or as souvenirs.

Hundreds of colorful fish, including parrot fish, porkfish, grunts, and blennies, swirl about in dazzling schools or lurk between coral crevices. Sponges, sea fans, crabs, spiny lobsters, sea urchins, and conches all make their home on or around the reef.


Woodlands

Normally, when you think of Florida, you don't imagine forests and woodlands. Once there, however, you'll discover a wide assortment, ranging from the upland pine forests of the north and northwest to the tropical foliage of southern coastal hammocks.
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For general hiking information, write or call for the free pamphlet Backpacking in Florida State Parks from the Florida Department of Natural Resources at 3900 Commonwealth Boulevard, Tallahassee, Natural Resources at 3900 Commonwealth Boulevard, Tallahassee, Florida 32393 ([image: illustration]904-488-7326) and to the Florida Trail Association at Florida 32393 ([image: illustration]904-488-7326) and to the Florida Trail Association P.O. Box 13708, Gainesville 32604 ([image: illustration]Toll-free 800-343-1882).



Did you know that mahogany trees grow in Florida? Though they're not as large as their South American cousins, they grow alongside cypress, magnolia, and various kinds of oak. You'll also find cabbage palmetto in coastal regions throughout the state. Because lumbering was one of the state's earliest industries, few virgin forests remain.

Forests cover half of Florida's territory, with 75 percent of northwest Florida forestland, 70 percent in the northeast, and 25 percent in the central coastal area. You'll find upland pine forests covering the rolling hills of northeastern Florida and the Panhandle. They tend to be drier and more open than the flatwoods to the south because of their dense groundcover of wiregrass and mostly tall longleaf pine trees. Eastern bluebirds and redheaded woodpeckers alight on the branches while pocket gophers and gopher tortoises burrow under the grass.

Pine flatwoods cover over half of southern Florida, with most growing from Miami around to the Everglades. These slash, longleaf, and pond pines rise tall and straight. Open and airy, with abundant light filtering through the upper canopy of leaves, they allow thickets of shrubs like evergreen oaks, saw palmetto, and gallberry to grow beneath them. White-tailed deer, fox squirrels, and eastern diamondback rattlesnakes are among the wildlife that lives in their cover.

Elevated areas in the Everglades and along the Florida Keys also harbor pines or tropical hardwood hammocks on limestone outcroppings commonly called “rocklands.” They support over forty plants and dozens of animals found nowhere else on Earth, including such strange creations as the Key tree cactus and creatures such as the diminutive Key deer and the Miami black-headed snake. Scraggly looking slash pines grow in the pine forests. Here, elegant-looking black and yellow butterflies glide from tree to tree on long paddle-shaped wings as raccoons scamper in the thick tropical foliage.
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Although most of Florida's state parks have nature trails intended for a pleasant walk, any hiking trail, which you'll find in national parks and forests, requires more planning. The best time to hike is from late fall to early spring, thus avoiding summer's intense heat and humidity and fierce mosquitoes and enabling you to see more wildlife.




Wetlands

Wetlands — prairies, cypress ponds, river swamps, hammocks, freshwater and saltwater marshes, and mangrove swamps–cover a large area of Coastal Florida. Cypress ponds stay wet throughout the year. Here, Mother Nature maintains a delicate balance between the wetlands, and the animal and plant life that survive within them.

Within the wetlands, you'll see tropical hardwood hammocks, home to much of Florida's wildlife, dotting the monotonous landscape. More jungle-like than their northern neighbors, they grow as “tree islands” surrounded by tall grasses. In fact, hammock is a Seminole word meaning jungle. Because the soil is so rich, it supports a thick tangle of vegetation, including cypress, live oaks, hickory, and magnolia trees intertwined with vines and ferns, topped off with colorful orchids. Coastal hammocks, with cabbage palms, red cedars, and oaks, lie near the shore. Hammocks containing live oaks, draped with Spanish moss, grow throughout the state. And in tropical hammocks in southern Florida grow magnificent royal and pigeon palms and mahogany and gumbo-limbo trees interspersed with ferns, forming dense thickets. The Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary near Naples and the Fakahatchee Strand near Sarasota, both diffused streams known as cypress strands, contain trees soaring over 100 feet tall. Wet prairies or mangroves surround the hammocks.
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Florida swamps also have many species of insectivorous plants, with sticky pads or liquid-filled funnels that trap small insects, which are then digested by the nitrogen-hungry plant. The highest diversity of carnivorous plants, including bladderworts and pitcher plants, grows around the Apalachicola National Forest in Florida's Panhandle.



The Everglades consists mostly of freshwater marsh or wetlands with few trees. During the winter months, the sawgrass, a favorite haunt of alligators and water birds, turns brown from lack of rain, but once rainfall begins in the spring, it returns to a brilliant green. White-tailed deer mingle with bullfrogs, egrets, herons, and panthers. Unfortunately, the numbers of all of these have diminished following the draining of marshes for farming and flood control. So far, 65 percent of the Everglades has been irreversibly drained.
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From June to November, mosquitoes are virtually unavoidable in any area close to fresh water. Through these months, it's absolutely necessary for you to wear long-sleeved shirts and long trousers, plus wear insect repellent.





Salt marshes, on the other hand, are coastal wetlands rich in marine life. Also known as tidal marshes, they form along what's called “low-energy” shorelines — that is, shorelines lacking significant wave action — such as you'll find in the Big Bend area between Apalachee Bay and Cedar Key. Like the mangrove swamp, the salt marsh provides a nursery for many types of fish, which provide food for larger fish, as well as water birds like egrets and herons. In a few southern Florida salt marshes, you might even see a rare great white heron.

Where fresh water from springs and salt water from the ocean combine is known as an estuary. As the spring water flows toward the Gulf of Mexico or the Atlantic Ocean, it becomes saltier, forming different habitats for a variety of wildlife. While frogs and water insects prefer fresh water, jellyfish and barnacles prefer salt water. When the water achieves a half-salt and half-fresh ratio, it's termed “brackish.” It's here that you'll likely see turtles and crabs, as well as egrets standing in the tall grasses.


Rivers and Lagoons

Of thirty-four major rivers in Florida, all except seven tributaries flow to the east or west coast. The Saint Johns River, running through Jacksonville, is the only major one to flow north. It's also the longest, traversing 273 miles to the Atlantic, as well as the most historic, for it was at its mouth that Ponce de León first landed in 1513.

Lagoons fill in the areas between barrier islands and the mainland. Some — like the Indian River, along the coast south of Cocoa Beach — while technically lagoons, flow north to south like a river.

Manatees inhabit the mouths of rivers, bays, and shallow coastal waters. They eat only aquatic plants and cannot tolerate cold conditions; they sometimes swim upriver during the winter to bask in the warm water discharged by power plants.


Plants

Florida has some 3,500 plants, and of 344 trees, 80 percent are native to the United States. Many are sensitive to subtle changes in moisture, resulting in river bottoms and low water-filled hammocks containing oaks and varieties of gum, riverbanks abundant in cypress, and high, dry regions supporting pines.

As you walk on nature trails in Florida, you'll notice hundreds of different species of wildflowers — among them wild orchids, such as the rare spider orchid that blooms during the winter, spring, and summer — within the hammocks of the Everglades. Meanwhile, azaleas and camellias burst into bloom. Oleanders, hibiscus, poinsettias, gardenias, jasmine, trumpet vine, and morning glory thrive almost everywhere. For brilliant floral displays, nothing can match a blooming royal poinciana or a colorful shower of bougainvillea along the southern shores.
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You'll see a variety of epiphytic plants — those that use another plant for physical support but don't depend on it for nutrients–in tropical hammocks. Orchids and bromeliads such as Spanish moss hang from tree branches. The most aggressive is the strangler fig, which sends out aerial roots that soon bind the host, preventing growth of its trunk and eventually choking out the host's foliage with its own.



Just about everywhere you go along Florida's coasts you'll see all types of ferns, among them the Boston, mosquito, bracken, cinnamon, royal, and resurrection varieties. Plus there are about 100 species of palms. You'll see the cabbage palmetto and the saw palmetto most frequently, and the classic royal palm more near Fort Myers and in the Fakahatchee Strand. The coconut palm, the one most people associate with palm trees, thrives in the warmer temperatures of South Florida.


Wildlife

Large numbers of animals once roamed the forests and coastlines of Florida. Early explorers saw them wherever they traveled. While you'll still see a good number today, they're mostly limited to wildlife refuges, preserves, and parks. Of all of Florida's wild creatures, alligators and snakes may cause you problems if you provoke them.

Of the eighty-four land mammals still found in Florida, only the gray fox, black bear, puma, and wildcat are rare. Though you'll see white-tailed deer in many areas, you'll only find Key deer on one of the Florida Keys. Squirrels, rabbits, raccoons, and opossums are as common as elsewhere. However, the numbers of otters and minks have fallen after years of being trapped for their pelts. In many woodlands, you can hear armadillos noisily poking around for insects. Because of their poor eyesight, they won't know you're close by until you're almost next to them; then they'll leap up and run for cover. It's a good idea to steer clear of feral hogs and wild boar should you encounter them while hiking.

While you may not knowingly provoke a snake attack, you could accidentally step on one. Watch out for the deadly coral snake, with its black nose and bright yellow and red rings covering its body. It usually lies under piles of rotting leaves during the day. The cottonmouth moccasin, often called a water moccasin, has a small head with dark skin and inhabits the banks of rivers. Florida also has two types of rattlesnake–the diamondback, with its thick body covered in a pattern of diamonds, and the gray-colored pygmy, which is so small you won't see it until it's too late. All are poisonous.
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You're unlikely to see a snake in the wild and snake attacks are even more rare, but if one should bite you, contact a ranger or a doctor immediately. It's a wise precaution to carry an inexpensive snakebite kit, available at most sporting goods and campground stores.



Florida also has 125 native species and 25 introduced species of reptiles and amphibians, none of which can be found anywhere else in the country. Encroaching development has reduced the reptile population considerably. However, in the protected areas where natural habitats remain, many native species still thrive.

The dolphin, often considered a fish, is actually a marine mammal just like a whale. Popular with people because of its high intelligence and friendliness displayed in captivity, it's Florida's most popular animal. Seeing them frolicking in the waves is a real delight.

Alligators

Alligators, known to Floridians as “gators,” are probably the best known of the state's animals. They live in wetlands and rivers; you'll see them on sunny mornings basking on logs or riverbanks. If you hear what sounds like thunder on an otherwise clear day, you may instead be hearing the bellow of a male alligator defending his territory. Alligators can grow to 12 feet. They primarily feast on turtles, fish, birds, crayfish, and crabs. Once overhunted for their hides and meat, alligators have made a strong comeback since the State of Florida passed a law protecting them in 1973. The law worked — by 1987, nearly a half million roamed the state.

Alligators usually aren't dangerous to humans. In fact, they usually back away when approached — but don't tempt fate. The few people attacked annually by alligators were either swimmers at dusk or small children playing unattended near a riverbank. You'll be surprised just how many alligators there are — they seem to be lying around all over the place, despite being nearly exterminated by uncontrolled hunting. Today, it's against the law to kill alligators without a license. And feeding one can get you two months in prison and a hefty fine. Why, you ask? Alligators lack the brainpower to distinguish between food and the feeder, so when fed by a person, they lose their natural fear of humans and associate them with food.



[image: illustration] FAST FACT

The only truly dangerous alligator is a mother guarding her nest or tending her young. Even then, she'll give you plenty of warning, by showing her teeth and hissing, before attacking. After baby alligators hatch, their mother gently carries them to the water in her mouth.



Alligators roam all over Florida. They're believed to be over 150 million years old and belong to one of three groups of crocodilians in the world. Alligators have broad, rounded snouts. They're cold-blooded reptiles that inhabit freshwater swamps and marshes. Though they may appear lazy when sunning to increase their body heat and clumsy when walking, they're powerful swimmers. During mating season, you'll hear them bellow loudly, and males fight other males fiercely to defend their territory.

Often mistaken for crocodiles, alligators have tough black hides and webbed feet and nubs called scutes on their backs. Their bellies are soft and creamy yellow. One of their two sets of eyelids is transparent and can be closed so it can see underwater. Flaps cover its nostrils and small ears when it swims. Because alligators have a complex circulatory system with a four-chambered heart, they can hold their breath and stay submerged for up to forty-five minutes.

Endangered Animals

While there are many endangered species, there are efforts to protect two important ones native to Florida — the West Indian manatee and the Florida panther. The gentle manatee, or sea cow, has long been a victim of civilization. Its numbers are dwindling despite efforts to save it. Manatees often feed trustingly at the water's surface close to boaters and fishermen where they have become victims of boat propeller blades and abandoned tackle.

The warm-blooded manatee, a distant cousin to the elephant, has been traced back to plant-eating mammals sixty million years ago. Weighing up to 1,000 pounds, they can grow to 15 feet long and live up to fifty years. They munch on aquatic plants for seven hours a day. They have flippers in front and a flat tail for propulsion in back. Manatees can stay submerged for about ten minutes before surfacing to breathe and must stay in water that's at least 65°. If they don't, they can get colds, and even worse, pneumonia. During the winter, they seek out warm springs or the warm-water discharge from power plants. Females are devoted mothers but bear their offspring only once every three to five years. Although Florida enacted the first law protecting manatees in 1893, it wasn't until 1978 that the Florida Manatee Sanctuary Act made the entire state a manatee refuge. Only about 1,000 survive today.

One of the world's most endangered animals, the Florida panther is near extinction, with some thirty-five to forty-five remaining in Big Cypress National Preserve and Everglades National Park, where they roam over as much as 150 to 200 square miles in a month. The graceful, agile, shy cat prowls mainly at night, usually alone, to reaffirm its territory and search for food. A healthy male feeds on about one deer or ten raccoons every ten days. A female while raising her offspring needs to eat a deer every three days to keep up her energy. They also hunt rabbits, wild hogs, cotton rats, birds, snakes, and armadillos. If a panther has more to eat at one time than it needs, it stores its prey covered with leaves for a later meal. Panthers avoid dogs, and no documented reports have been made of attacks on humans.

More like cougars, Florida panthers are tawny brown with white flecks on their shoulders and necks. A mature male normally weighs between 100 and 145 pounds and can grow to almost 7 feet long from nose to the tip of their long tail. Mating occurs every other year from November through March, and healthy females bear one to four spotted kittens, each weighing about one pound at birth. Kittens stay with the mother up to two years for food and protection from males, which may kill them. The normal life span of the panther is between ten and fifteen years.

Water Birds

Everywhere you travel in Florida, you'll see water birds. They're conspicuous in the wetlands. Egrets, herons, and ibis, usually clad in white or gray feathers, wade in the shallow waters and stalk frogs, mice, and small fish. Turn-of-the-century plume-hunters nearly wiped out these beautiful birds, and during the last few decades, development has reduced them by 90 percent.

Nevertheless, you'll still see many in swamps, marshes, and mangroves. You'll also see the rarer roseate spoonbill in southern Florida's wetlands. Contrary to popular belief, tourism promoters imported flamingos into Florida from Mexico in the 1920s and 1930s.

Shore birds, such as the brown pelican, sea gulls, sandpipers, and terns, pack the beaches almost as thickly as the tourists. Ducks, geese, and many other migratory birds also make their winter homes in Florida.

Fish

At least 200 species of natural freshwater fish, including large-mouth black bass, bluegill, and catfish, swim in the rivers and streams of South Florida. Add to that fifty species of exotic fish and such saltwater denizens as barracuda, grouper, shark, tarpon, mullet, wahoo, and tuna and you have the makings of a fun-filled family fishing vacation. Plus, Florida is well known for its shellfish, such as clams, blue crab, stone crab, Florida conch, Florida lobster, oysters, scallops, and shrimp. Whether you're catching them or just eating them on the deck of a waterside restaurant, you'll find Florida a fisherman's paradise.



OEBPS/images/three-line.jpg





OEBPS/images/phone.jpg





OEBPS/images/mouse.jpg





OEBPS/images/bag.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
WERYTHING

FAMILY GUIDE TO

A complete guide to
Jacksonville, Miami, the Keys,
Panama City—and
ot spots






