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For Sasha




  Welcome




  “Over the course of years spent outdoors, we’ve learned it’s not always about where you go, but who goes with you. There’s no greater bonding experience than delving into nature with friends.”


  In the ten years since these words welcomed adventurers to the pages of our Florida Keys Paddling Atlas, much has changed—and much has stayed the same. Most significantly, Mary and I turned the atlas and our research into a kayak expedition company that has guided hundreds of people throughout the Keys and the Everglades.




  We literally have been living this book since it was first published. In 2008 the book earned the National Outdoor Book Award, and we embarked on a 120-mile book tour by kayak from Key Largo to Key West to promote it, inviting people to paddle along with us.




  This updated edition reflects our commitment to maintaining the most accurate, comprehensive guide to paddling the Florida Keys.




  And through it all, the sentiment captured by our friends Micah and Greg, that “life is pretty good when you travel with friends,” has remained a bedrock as our circle of paddling compadres grows ever larger.




  The Florida Keys remain the beautiful environment that inspired Mary and me to share it with thousands of paddlers. Environmental issues—namely the health of the offshore coral reefs and the fragile Florida Bay—also remain front and center.




  What has changed? A few place names. A few islands have grown (Dry Tortugas) or shrunk (Snipe Point). Stand-up paddleboarding, kite boarding, and kayak fishing have exploded in popularity. Keeping pace is an ever-growing roster of outfitters that serve every type of water adventurer.




  Perhaps most significantly, the Florida Keys Overseas Heritage Trail—the bike/paddle trail that follows US 1—has seen a massive upgrade. The work has made the trail a safer and more pleasant experience. In recognition of the growing number of people who choose to travel the Keys under human power, state parks have reserved at least one campsite for walk-in, bike-in, or paddle-in travelers.




  For this we’d like to acknowledge the efforts of Frank and Monica Woll, who pioneered the sport of kayaking in the Keys and first championed the idea of a paddling trail from Key Largo to Key West. We also thank the paddling friends who have been with us from the beginning, exploring mangrove creeks that may or may not go anywhere, providing land support and even pet-sitting Dave and Lynda Williams, Cynthia McGregor, Christine Clarke, and Joel Beckwith, to name a few.




  We hope this book continues to inspire paddlers to explore the gorgeous waters and precious environments of the Florida Keys. And if you’re looking for a guide to lead you along, come on down and visit us at Burnham Guides, whether a three-day easy trip into the Backcountry or the epic bucket-list Key Largo to Key West, 120 miles to the southernmost point in the continental United States. Contact us at www.BurnhamGuides.com.




  Let’s go paddling!


  —Bill and Mary
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Introduction




  We are paddling offshore of Big Pine in the Lower Keys. It’s a clear day, and calm water reflects back the azure sky, forming a shimmering Caribbean-like mirage. Beneath our boats a blue-green field of water frames darker shapes. The water surface ripples like some giant’s taut muscular skin. With each stroke we fall inexorably into this living tapestry of sky and water.




  Welcome to the Florida Keys, where the ordinary is extraordinary. From mangrove-lined creeks in Key Largo to magnificent frigatebirds soaring above the remote Dry Tortugas, the Keys and surrounding shallow tropical water possess wonders—natural and man-made—unmatched in the continental United States.




  In the virtual aquarium beneath a kayak, a southern stingray the size of a car hood lies on the silty bottom off the Barracuda Keys. Beady eyes of young tarpon streak like red neon as they dart through headlamp beams on an after-dark paddle in the Taylor Creek mangroves. Sharks school on the back side of Little Pine Key. Tiny sea stars cling to sponges on red mangrove roots through the Dusenbury Grottos. A skinny fish tails across nearshore flats off Dreguez Key, its prey firmly lodged in vice-grip jaws. And minutes after this display of raw nature, a small seahorse, one of the most delicate of creatures, swims past.




  With these, and much more, indelibly etched in our memories, we dedicate this atlas to every paddler who seeks his or her own absolute Keys experience.




  The Keys




  The Florida Keys are a chain of islands that tail south and west off Florida’s southeast tip. Archaeological evidence of habitation dates back almost 4,000 years. During the Glades period (500 BC through AD 1500), human habitation intensified and adapted to the water environment. Instead of farming, they fished, hunted turtles, trapped lobsters, and gathered wild plants for subsistence. In precolonial times, turtlers and fishermen from the Bahamas settled the islands intermittently. From the Spanish period came the term “key,” derived from the Spanish cayo, which means “small island.” English speakers shortened the term to “cay” and pronounced it key.




  In time, the phonetic spelling became accepted usage. In nature and character, the Keys share much with their Caribbean neighbors. Tropical hardwood hammocks harbor West Indian plants found nowhere else in the United States. In the lee of mangrove islands in the wide, shallow Florida Bay, a virtual painter’s palette of bird plumage stands out in stark contrast to the red mangroves’ dark foliage. The water is shallow and, under ideal conditions, gin-clear; small coral heads, sea whips, and the orange, green, and purple sponges make snorkeling a treat.




  Add to this the world-famous Keys character. What’s to do in the Keys? “Dive, drink, and fish” the old saying goes—to which we modestly add “kayaking.” For those who like to end their trip with a libation, it seems a tiki bar is convenient to every launch. Strains of acoustic guitars float out over the water as Keys troubadours add their voice to the island feel.




  Willarts Photography


[image: image]




  “Life is pretty good when you travel with friends.”




  —Micah Gardner and Greg Hagbery, “Low on Money, High on Life”







  The Atlas


  Linked by roads, bridges, and railroads, the Florida Keys remain first and foremost a water world and boater’s playground. Every boater needs a good chart, and the Florida Keys Paddling Atlas aims to provide just that for paddlers.




  Our custom-made charts provide paddlers with the detail they need to find one-of-a-kind areas. Field notes gathered firsthand provide paddling highlights. For quick-glance reference, each map contains latitude and longitude, as well as a letter and number grid. In margin notes, these grid coordinates are labeled A1, B2, C3, etc.




  Other chart features include:




  Go-to points. A GPS-referenced location, shown on the charts as a red number next to a magenta circle. Important Go-to Points are referenced in margin notes. A chart in the appendix lists coordinates for each point.




  Off-chart destination cues (D/Cs). A reference to a critical location on adjacent or nearby charts, shown as a labeled arrow positioned near the margin. A majority of Off-Chart D/Cs reference a put-in or a Go-to Point.




  Getting there. Launch options for charts where no boat launches appear. On Chart 42, for example, Getting There lists three launches and provides map numbers and grid coordinates for each.




  Navigation. Route-finding information, including launches, distances, and suggested routes. Navigation notes may also provide straight-line compass bearings and mileage. Distances are estimates and meant for reference only; every route varies depending on ability, weather conditions, and tides.




  Additional information is contained in Cautions (advice about safety rules, regulations, or hazards), Alerts (information not related to personal safety), Public lands (a description of parks and refuges), as well as notes on Rest areas, Paddling, Landmarks, Creeks, Nature, Field notes, Hiking, Snorkeling, Camping, History, Names, Dining, Outfitters, Services, and miscellaneous information.




  The appendix is a critical element of the atlas. In addition to raw data on Go-to Points, it contains information on launches, outfitters, camping, lodging, and dining.
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  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service




  Getting There




  US 1 is the main roadway through the Florida Keys. Green markers tick off each mile beginning with Mile Marker 0 in Key West at Truman Avenue (US 1) and Whitehead Street. Mile Marker 126 is just south of Florida City. People in the Keys give directions in this way: The original Mrs. Mac’s Kitchen, MM 99.3 B/S (B/S = bayside), or Bahia Honda State Park, MM 38.6 O/S (O/S = oceanside). In the Lower Keys, bayside is also referenced as gulfside (G/S).




  From Florida City, there are two routes to the Keys. “The Stretch” is an 18-mile causeway that carries US 1 to Key Largo. At the Jewfish Creek Bridge (MM 107), travelers cross onto Key Largo and officially enter the Keys. An alternate route follows Card Sound Road from Florida City to Key Largo (there is a toll at the Card Sound Bridge). South of the private community of Ocean Reef, Card Sound Road turns south and continues as CR 905 to US 1 in Key Largo.




  All mileage cues for Card Sound Road are referred to as “C” and measured from the intersection with US 1 in Key Largo. For example, a launch at C 4.7 is 4.7 miles north of that intersection.




  The 110-mile Florida Keys Overseas Paddling Trail extends from Key Largo to Key West; dep.state.fl.us/gwt.




Upper Keys




  What surprises await a paddler in the Upper Keys?




  An overgrown mangrove tunnel that empties into a quiet lake behind Card Point.




  Hundreds of upside-down jellyfish nestling in a sea grass meadow near Rattlesnake Key.




  Great white and tri-colored herons stalking about grass flats and mangroves in Little Basin, their silhouettes reflected in the glassy water.




  A web of creeks throughout John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park.




  A mangrove sanctuary in Dusenbury Creek.




  Green-blue waters that stretch to the horizon beyond the Swash Keys.




  A hidden lake inside Shell Key.




  Old tombstones and cisterns on Indian Key.




  When southbound traffic passes over Jewfish Creek near the south end of the 18-mile Stretch, or over high-arching Card Sound Bridge, they cross an imaginary line. Behind them, mainland United States. Ahead of them, the Florida Keys, 100-plus miles of coral rock islands linked by a highway and forty-three bridges, bounded by the shallow Caribbean-like waters of Florida Bay and the Florida Reef, North America’s only living coral barrier reef.




  Mainland or island? At first glance, it’s difficult to tell in the Upper Keys. Key Largo’s four-lane highway and shopping centers give it a bit of the mainland feel. A quick stop at the Caribbean Club, setting for scenes from the 1948 movie Key Largo, dispels such notions. Off the bar’s back deck, Blackwater Sound laps up against a boat dock. As you soak in the atmosphere, listening to clattering wild parrots that flock from one palm to the next, you might spy a small boat on the water moving slowly toward the far line of trees. It is a kayaker, heading out to explore Dusenbury Creek.




  Within an hour of parking, you’ve slipped into a quiet creek. A red mangrove canopy overhead creates a winding tunnel. Sunlight dapples a leaf here, a spot of water there. Down into the clear water, you see sponges, and fish swim away from your boat.




  Mainland? What mainland? Welcome to the Keys.




  Our atlas coverage for the Upper Keys begins at Key Largo, the first of the inhabited keys. From here to Bahia Honda Key, the principal islands are underlain with Key Largo limestone—essentially the dead skeletons of ancient coral formations—covered with a thin layer of soil. In the Marvin D. Adams Cut between Blackwater and Largo Sounds, millennia of dead coral skeletons are visible in hewn-out walls. Farther offshore, divers and snorkelers throng to swim among the living version of these marine animals. The famous coral reef is a major tourism draw for the Keys, but it is beyond the reach of recreational kayakers.




  If divers come to the Upper Keys for the offshore coral reef tract, kayakers come for clear, shallow nearshore waters. Florida Bay and its countless mangrove islands cover nearly 1,000 acres between the Everglades and the Keys. These islands are critical bird foraging and nesting grounds. Except for two specially designated islands, landing or wading within 100 feet of any mangrove island in Florida Bay is prohibited within Everglades National Park, which encompasses all of the bay north of the Intracoastal Waterway.




  Backcountry anglers rave about the quality sight-fishing in Florida Bay, but it’s the grass beds that hold the key to this fragile ecosystem’s continued viability. Florida Bay contains one of the largest concentrated masses of this subaquatic vegetation in the United States. The thick meadows of turtle, shoal, and manatee grass shelter and sustain young shrimp and fish. They also provide wading birds and manatees with habitat and foraging grounds.




  The grass beds are highly threatened, affected by man-induced changes in the flow of freshwater from the Everglades (i.e., flood control) and damage by boat propellers. Paddlers who want a more comprehensive description of the grass meadows of Florida Bay are encouraged to read The Florida Keys Environmental Story, available at local outfitters and bookstores.
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  Jerry Reid, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service




  Sheltered paddling on the oceanside is a distinguishing feature of the Upper Keys, one that kayakers will find less frequently as they head into the Middle and Lower Keys. The Upper Keys’ string of oceanside islands begins with Rattlesnake and El Radabob Keys, replete with small mangrove creeks and tunnels. Farther south, Rodriguez, Dove, and Tavernier Keys stand alone, surrounded by sea grass meadows and white sandy marine bottom that on clear days reflects the cloudless blue sky.




  The dangerous business of salvaging ships that wrecked on the reef—known as “wrecking”—and an Indian massacre are two hallmarks in the history of Indian Key. This small lump of coral rock has figured prominently in Upper Keys history and lore. A onetime seat of Dade County, it is now a state park, as is nearby Lignumvitae Key, where there’s evidence of an Indian burial ground. Landing is permitted on both islands (use kayak landing/launch areas, not the government docks). On Lignumvitae Key, rangers lead tours December through April; there’s a grassy area for picnicking, a composting toilet, the 1919 Matheson historic house museum, and a nature trail through the virgin forest. Beware the mosquitoes.




  With viable paddle spots on both sides of the Upper Keys, kayakers have options. If winds are stiff from the north and west, there is likely a sheltered spot on oceanside. Likewise, a strong southeast wind can make bayside paddling a breeze. Channels between bay- and oceanside are found on Key Largo at MM 103.4 (Marvin D. Adams Cut); in Islamorada at MM 91 (Tavernier Creek); MM 85.5 (Snake Creek); MM 84 (Whale Harbor Bridge); and MM 79, MM 78, and MM 77 (Teatable Relief, Indian Key Channel, and Lignumvitae Channel).




  North Key Largo, known predominantly for the Ocean Reef Club, contains two of the Upper Keys’ most significant nature and wildlife preserves. Within Crocodile Lake National Wildlife Refuge, between 100 and 200 of this ancient reptile live and breed. The Upper Keys and the southern Everglades are their only habitat in North America. Like the bald eagle, the crocodile has rebounded from near extinction and has been downlisted from a federally endangered species to threatened. Steamboat Creek, off Card Sound Road, is one spot paddlers can put in within the refuge, although chances of seeing a crocodile are slim. Despite their public perception as man-eating monsters, North American crocodiles are a shy bunch.




  North Key Largo also features the largest West Indian hardwood hammock in the continental United States, within Dagny Johnson Key Largo Hammock Botanical State Park. Trees like the Bahama strongbark and gumbo-limbo (the “tourist tree”) are among a host of hardwoods that recall the forests of the Caribbean. White-crowned pigeons rely on the milky juice of the poisonwood fruit to survive, especially during breeding season. The wild lime and torchwood are host trees for the federally endangered Schaus swallowtail butterfly, a brown-black specimen with yellow markings, whose range is restricted to this park and a few other islands of Biscayne Bay. This park is all the more special considering it was once the target of development on the scale of Ocean Reef.




  Remember that imaginary line? It’s been a few hours since we crossed it and slipped into the quiet of a mangrove creek. Perhaps a manatee has gently bumped the underside of your kayak or poked its gray snout and rough whiskers out of the water. Maybe you’ve been startled by the sudden “whoosh” of a stingray or shark swimming away.




  What’s certain is you’ve never paddled in a place quite like the Keys.
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  01 Angelfish Creek




  Go-to points: 1 (Angelfish Ocean); 2 (Angelfish Bay)




  Off-chart D/Cs: Card Sound Bridge; Garden Cove


  Caution: The Ocean Reef Club enforces a members-only policy on all home canals within its community. Respect their rules.




  Crocodile Lake National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) is closed to access by the general public, which includes any land above mean high water. Additionally, March 1 to October 1, there is a no-access shoreline buffer of 100 feet around the entire refuge for the protection of mating and nesting crocodiles. All canals within the refuge are off-limits at all times.




  Getting there: Angelfish Creek is a 6.5-mile paddle north from the Card Sound Bridge put-in, Chart 2, D3.




  Public land: Angelfish Key, Palo Alto Key, and a few of the smaller islands north of Ocean Reef fall within John Pennekamp State Park and Crocodile Lake NWR.




  Paddling: Angelfish Creek (C3, C4) links the Atlantic Ocean and Card Sound (the next pass-through between ocean and bay is 17 miles south at the Marvin D. Adams Cut). Expect heavy motorboat activity on weekends and holidays.




  Kayakers can avoid motorboats by using Little Pumpkin Creek (C3). A tight mangrove tunnel branches south off Little Pumpkin and empties into a private boat basin. Do not paddle through the basin; turn around and retrace your path.




  A canal (C3) runs under the bridge from Ocean Reef to Sunrise Cay. Threading the bridge pilings offers shade on hot, sunny days. This canal also makes possible shorter loops on Little Angelfish and Pumpkin Creeks.




  Small mangrove creeks, some no wider than a kayak, branch off Pumpkin and Little Angelfish Creeks. Most dead-end, but adventurous explorers will find a barely passable creek beginning at coordinates N25°19.950' / W80°16.150' that moves south and rejoins Pumpkin Creek.




  Grass flats bayside of Linderman Key and the small islands adjacent attract anglers (B3)


  Landmark: The wealthy and exclusive Ocean Reef Club (C2) has anchored Key Largo’s northern tip since Minnesota developer Morris Baker bought a fish camp and surrounding land on Dispatch Creek in 1945. Within 11 years there were home canals and docks, an inn, a gas station, and an airport. Private homes soon followed. In 1993 its members bought the development from then-owner/developer Carl Linder and the American Financial Corporation.




  History: Incorporated in 1955, the city of North Key Largo was proposed on 1,500 acres south of the Anglers Club, but the land was never cleared nor buildings raised. In the early 1970s developers proposed single-family homes, marinas, hotels, and health spas. Again, nothing materialized. In 1975 the State of Florida assumed control of growth in Monroe County as a way of checking rampant development. In 2003 the incorporated North Key Largo was voided, officially ending a municipality that only existed on paper.
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02 Card Sound




  Go-to points: 1–3; 4 (Ghost Trap Lake); 5 (Cable Creek); 6 (Little Card Sound); 7 (Steamboat North)




  Off-chart D/Cs: Angelfish Creek




  Caution: During crocodile nesting season, March 1 through October 1, a no-access buffer extends 100 feet off the shoreline of Crocodile Lake National Wildlife Refuge. The rest of the year, any area above mean high water, as well as the canals within the refuge, are off-limits at all times.




  Paddling: A sand beach marks high ground on the north side of Card Point (B4). A fire ring, trash pail, and platforms in the Australian pines indicate camping activity; however, it is not known if this is legally permitted. Look for juvenile sharks in shallow water off the point.
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  Ryan Hagerty, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service






  Nicknamed for the abandoned crab traps, Ghost Trap Lake (B3, B4) is an Upper Keys paddling secret. Most charts indicate a wide entrance from the south, but this is now overgrown with red mangroves. Go-to 4 (Ghost Trap Lake) is a prop channel barely deep enough for a skiff. Go-to 3 marks a rewarding kayak-only route through a mangrove swamp and canopied mangrove tunnel. The lake’s shallow water and remote location—4 miles from the put-in on Card Sound Road—makes this a high-value bird-viewing spot.




  Explore the man-made 1.3-mile (2.6 round-trip) Cable Creek (B2) around high tide only. The entrance, Go-to 5 (Cable Creek), is hidden by a large mangrove island. The creek’s east–west path seems to have been created when a utility laid an underwater cable. By the time the creek runs out of water, Card Sound Road is within earshot, but not accessible.




  Go-to 6 (Little Card Sound, C2) is within easy distance of the Card Sound Road. Roseate spoonbills and manatees have been spotted in the shallow, sheltered pockets of water and nearshore mangrove islands


  Landmarks: The original Card Sound Bridge, built in 1927, was a wooden span with a swing bridge for passing boat traffic. It burned in 1944, and for the next 25 years, residents of the north shore of Card Sound lived an unfettered, isolated existence. A few fish camps and houseboats operated there, along with the funky watering hole Alabama Jack’s. In 1969 the current 65-foot-tall toll bridge opened and became a landmark for miles around.




  Alabama Jack’s (D2) open-air restaurant and canal-side bar was established by Jack Stratham. This is a popular “first-stop” for tourists heading to the Keys, as well as bikers and boaters and manatees. (The latter are in the water, not at the bar)
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03 Steamboat Creek




  Go-to points: 1 (Steamboat North); 2 (Steamboat South)




  Off-chart D/Cs: Pumpkin Creek; Garden Cove; Jewfish Cree


  Paddling: Six creeks run through the mangroves east of Card Sound Bridge. The largest, Steamboat Creek, links Card and Barnes Sounds and is used by motorboats. A half-mile south of the Steamboat Creek Bridge (A4), boaters encounter relic bridge pilings from old Card Sound Road; the adjacent roadbed was torn up and made into habitat for the American crocodile.
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