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help us keep this guide up to date


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


editorial@GlobePequot.com


Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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	preface








The most-visited tourist attraction in the entire world is Walt Disney World, just south of Orlando in Lake Buena Vista. Whether the theme parks are the focus of your trip to Central Florida or you are a resident in search of side trips from the City Beautiful, we have exciting news for you. In drives of about two hours from Orlando, you can visit America’s oldest city, Florida’s finest beaches, the birthplace of speed, scuba destinations on offshore wrecks, springs fed by water so clear you can see fish 30 feet down, and miles of country roads that will remind you of sweet yesteryears.


Do we have a favorite day trip? No, because each trip we suggest here has an everyday personality as well as a special event or season that makes it the best place to be: DeLand or Palatka when azaleas bloom, Clermont during the harvest of wine grapes, Clearwater Beach under blue skies, St. Augustine for the reverent Blessing of the Fleet, a spring “run” in a canoe, Ocala National Forest on a brisk winter day, or Alexander Springs on a sweltering summer day for a cooling swim. Come join us in finding a Florida that is not themes and screams but placid, historic, and real.


So many of Florida’s treasures are found within two hours of Orlando. In these pages you’ll find villages such as Cassadaga and Lake Helen, where you can lose yourself in a time warp. Check into a posh resort at Ponte Vedra Beach or a 200-year-old inn in St. Augustine. Picnic in Micanopy under an oak tree that was a sapling when this was an Indian village. Walk sacred ground at Crystal River, where unknown tribes buried their dead in enormous mounds.


You’ll want to take some of these trips with the children, some alone, some with your lover, and others with parents or grandparents who can tell you about the way things used to be. Whomever you decide to share your day with, take this book in hand, leave Orlando behind—and start day tripping.
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	travel tips








When is a beach not a beach? Where do Florida residents get special treatment? Here, in alphabetical order, are answers to these questions and others frequently asked about Florida travel. Whether you’re an old Florida hand or are visiting for the first time, scan these listings for wrinkles, warnings, shortcuts, and discoveries.


Amtrak: Amtrak serves much of the region covered in this book. For information and schedules visit www.amtrak.com or dial (800) USA-RAIL.


Area codes: Area codes are being added throughout Florida at a head-spinning clip. In the 407 area of Greater Orlando, where a new area code—321—is being phased in for new subscribers, ten-digit dialing is required for every call, even if you are dialing next door.


Baseball: Central Florida hosts the following major league teams in March for spring training:


Atlanta Braves—Kissimmee


Detroit Tigers—Lakeland


Houston Astros—Kissimmee


Beaches: When reading hotel listings, take the word “beach” with a grain of salt. Some municipalities, such as Daytona Beach, have just one mailing address for the entire city; other communities, such as St. Augustine and St. Augustine Beach, have separate names. A Daytona Beach address could be as much as half an hour from anything even resembling a beach. Lodgings that brochures describe as “waterfront” may overlook an oily bay, dirty river, alligator-infested lake, or buggy swamp. “Beachfront” may mean rocks and shell rubble, or waters that you wouldn’t let your dog swim in.


When in doubt, look up the address on a good map or in the Florida Gazetteer, or simply ask hosts exactly what body of water they’re talking about. Florida has some of the best beaches in the world. You don’t have to settle for less.


Bicycling: Paved bike paths within two hours of Orlando include the 18-mile West Orange Trail, the 46-mile Withlacochee Trail, the 34-mile Pinellas Trail, the 19.5-mile Flagler County Trail, and the 16-mile Gainesville-Hawthorne State Trail. One of the best guides to Florida bicycling is Jeff Kunerth’s Florida’s Paved Bike Trails: An Eco-Tour Guide, published by University Press of Florida. Also contact the Office of Greenways and Trails (877-822-5208; www.dep.state.fl.us/gwt) or the Florida Trail Association (www.floridatrail.org). Bicycle tours of the state, some lasting a week or more, are organized by Bike Florida, P.O. Box 5295, Gainesville, FL 32627; www.bikeflorida.org.


Bird-watching: Florida is one of the major birding states in the nation, offering a huge variety of native, migratory, seasonal, and accidental sightings. Entry fees to Gateway sites on the Great Florida Birding Trail are often free—never more than a few dollars—and loaner optics are often available. Start by visiting www.floridabirdingtrail.com or calling (850) 488-8755 to learn where to find Gateway sites. Some trails require reservations or an appointment. Get a map ahead of time and arrive during the right time of year for the species the trail is best known for. Many of the sites are drive-in, making them suitable for those who have physical challenges.


Camping: Reservations for campsites and cabins in Florida state parks are available by calling (850) 245-2157 or by visiting www.dep.state.fl.us/parks.


Chain motels: Lodging chains offer familiar layouts and facilities. Properties must meet their chains’ standards, are usually well located along the highway, and are often an excellent value. Chains located within two hours of Orlando include:


Best Western (800) 528-1234; www.bestwestern.com


Days Inn (800) 329-7466; www.daysinn.com


Holiday Inn (800) 465-4329; www.holiday-inn.com


Howard Johnson (800) 446-4656; www.hojo.com


La Quinta (800) 531-5900; www.laquinta.com


Motel 6 (800) 466-8356; www.motel6.com


Hospitality International Hotels (800) 251-1962; www.reservahost.com


Cruising: Central Florida is not just the theme park capital of the world and a place to stay within a short drive of both Atlantic Ocean and Gulf of Mexico beaches. It’s also handy to two major and a couple of minor cruise terminals. In-the-know Orlando travelers book a cruise add-on with their Orlando stay.


•From Port Canaveral, cruise to the Caribbean or transatlantic with Carnival, Disney Cruise Line, or Royal Caribbean.


•From Tampa, sail to the Mexican Riviera with Carnival Cruise Lines or Holland-America.


•Regal Empress cruises seasonally out of Port Manatee in Sarasota.


A travel agent who specializes in cruises is your key to finding the right ship, cabin, rate, and itinerary.


Fishing and hunting: Florida residents pay $17 for an annual saltwater fishing license. For non-Floridians saltwater licenses are $17 for three days, $30 for seven days, and $47 per year. A freshwater fishing license costs $17 per year for Floridians or $47 for nonresidents, who can also buy a seven-day permit for $30. Divers, spearfishers, and people who set traps for marine life need the same licenses as other anglers. Licenses are not required for children under age sixteen or Floridians over age sixty-five with a valid driver’s license or registration card. Visit http://myfwc.com/License/LicPermit_RecreationaiHF.htm for more information.


Fishing licenses can be ordered by phone at (888) 347-4356. A credit card is required and a service fee is charged. Hunting licenses are $17.00 per year for Floridians and $151.50 per year or $46.50 for ten days for out-of-staters.


Excellent fishing information is included in the free vacation guide available from the Central Florida Visitors & Convention Bureau (800-828-7655), www.visitcentralflorida.org. Listed are fishing guides, fish camps, public landings, boat rentals, license centers, fishing piers, and tips on catching largemouth bass, bluegill, shellcracker, crappie, and catfish.


An hour’s drive east of Orlando lies the Indian River Lagoon system, consisting of the Indian River Lagoon, the Banana River Lagoon, and the Mosquito Lagoon. All offer world-class sight fishing for spotted sea trout, redfish, and black drum. Tarpon, snook, and crevalle are available in season. A few minutes of extra driving lets you access the Atlantic Ocean through Port Canaveral. Florida is justly famous for its saltwater fishing, and this area offers some of the best in the state.


Florida National Scenic Trail: It isn’t yet continuous throughout all of Florida, but eventually hikers will be able to hike Florida from stem to stern, connecting with other national trails. For now, major segments of the trail can be hiked in state and national forests, in Big Cypress National Preserve, and around the entire circumference of Lake Okeechobee. It’s a project of Florida groups and government and the United States Department of Agriculture. Contact the USDA Forest Service, 325 John Knox Rd., Suite F-100, Tallahassee, FL 32303. For information on the Florida Division of Forestry’s Trailwalker program, call (850) 414-0871 or visit www.fl-dof.com.


Florida residents: When making hotel reservations or buying theme park tickets, always ask if a Florida resident discount applies. Often you can get a price break, albeit sometimes with blackout dates. Some theme park annual passes cost little more than two or three days’ admission yet can be used year-round, including special festivals and events.


Getting around: Coastal communities on both the east and west shores of Florida have their own cluster of barrier islands, each with its own beach. Some can be reached by coastal roads that hop from island to island. Others require starting at the mainland and taking the only bridge that serves that particular island. It’s fun to drive these coastal roads, but traffic can be stop-and-start and there’s always the chance of a long delay for a bridge opening. Consult a good map.


Golf: With its gentle hills and benign weather, Central Florida is a natural for golf courses. It’s possible to build entire day trips around golf courses in every corner covered in this book. Write to the resources listed in the back of the book, and ask for special brochures on their golf facilities.


Greyhound bus: Second only to a rental car for convenience is traveling Florida’s outback by Greyhound. The line serves almost every community listed in this book. Ask about the Florida Pass, which allows unlimited travel for a given time period at a given price. For information visit www.greyhound.com or call (800) 229-9424; tickets (800) 231-2222.


Hurricane season: The chances of a hurricane affecting your day trip are very small. Still, hurricanes happen and should be respected. The three stages of alert are hurricane advisory, watch, and warning. If you travel Florida’s coastal areas during hurricane season—roughly June 1 through the end of October—note highway signs indicating evacuation routes. If a storm is forecast, follow instructions and evacuate early; it can take many hours to evacuate barrier islands over narrow roads and even narrower bridges or causeways. At the first indication of a hurricane watch, fill the car with gas. Traffic jams can occur on evacuation routes; you could be stuck for hours. Stock up on food and water for the trip home. If a hurricane warning is issued, follow authorities’ instructions as quickly as possible. If you have pets, children, or medical problems, prepare even earlier. Pets aren’t allowed in most shelters.


Mapping your route: If you want to get to, say, Indian Rocks Beach west of Tampa, you could take the slow, scenic, coastal route—SR 699—through every hamlet, or take a quicker route via 1-4, 1-275, and SR 688 directly to the island. Maps in this book are provided for planning and orientation, but you’ll need a good state map or, better still, the Florida Gazetteer (DeLorme Publishing) to fine-tune your route. In coastal areas almost every route will be determined by bridges and causeways rather than by a straight-arrow route from here to there.


Pets: It’s against Florida law to leave an animal in a closed vehicle, even if a window is cracked to provide ventilation. Temperatures soar quickly in the sunshine, even on a cool day. Animals suffer and die needlessly; you risk a fine or even prosecution.


Sales tax: Some attractions list their prices including tax, others without. Be prepared to pay 6 to 7 percent state sales tax on top of published prices. Hotels rarely include tax or gratuities in their published rates. Hotel rates are plus state sales tax, any county option sales tax, and bed tax—adding 12 to 13 percent to the total tab, not counting tips, service charges, and the occasional surcharge for a special event.


Self-catering: Central Florida is awash in time-shares, suites, condos, apartments, duplexes, and even entire neighborhoods of single-family homes that rent by the night, week, or month. When booking accommodations, understand what services are provided. Resorts usually provide daily maid service, including kitchen cleanup. At other lodgings you may have to make your own bed, do all your own housekeeping, and pay a cleaning-fee deposit in case you don’t leave the place clean enough for the next tenant.


Smoking: If you’re a smoker, or a nonsmoker who wants to avoid breathing others’ smoke, it’s wise to call ahead to inquire about a restaurant’s smoking policy. Laws and policies are changing, but most restaurants in Central Florida do not permit smoking. Cigars are verboten almost everywhere except in cigar bars.


State parks: Admission to most state parks, gardens, historic sites, and recreation areas is by the carload, usually $4 to $5 for up to eight persons or $1 per walk-in or biker. Passes good for all state sites are $40 per year for an individual and $80 per family. See www.floridastateparks.org for more information.


Swimming safety: It’s always best to swim within sight of a lifeguard station. Observe warning flags and signs that may indicate such pests as stinging jellyfish, hazards such as run-outs, or weather problems. In addition to water hazards, Florida is the lightning capital of the United States. When lightning is in the area, get off the beach or golf course or away from other open areas.


Wheelchair access: Thanks to the Americans with Disabilities Act, you no longer have to wonder whether most places have access. Still, it’s wise to check ahead to see whether particular facilities suit your needs, because “handicap accessible” may mean only that a wheelchair can get through the door and not that a hotel room has a wheel-in shower, lowered light switches and closet bars, TDD telephone access, information in braille, acceptable facilities for a guide dog, and so on. Check ahead, too, to see what park facilities are available if you need a paved nature trail or a wheelchair-accessible bathroom.


Wineries: For a list of Florida wineries that are open to the public, contact the Florida Grape Growers Association, 111 Yelvington Rd., Suite 1, East Palatka, FL 32131 (386) 329-0318; www.fgga.org.








	[image: image]


	using this travel guide








Highway designations: Federal highways are designated US. State routes and are indicated by SR (State Road).


Restaurants: This book uses dollar signs to indicate whether a hotel or restaurant is inexpensive, moderate, or expensive. Assume roughly that you’ll pay $10 or less per person for a typical meal at a $ restaurant, $25 or less at $$, or more than $25 at $$$. If $$$$ is indicated, it’s likely you’ll spend $50 and up per person. Call ahead to see if reservations are accepted or required and to ask about special concerns such as parking, handicap facilities, or the availability of vegetarian meals.


Accommodations: Lodgings priced $50 or less are indicated as $. You’ll pay $50 to $100 at $$ rates and $100 and up at $$$ listings. Hotels priced at $$$$ are truly luxury properties where you’ll pay $200 or more.




north
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day trip 01
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	celery and the st. johns river:
oviedo, sanford, debary








oviedo


Barely over the county line north of Orange County, enter Seminole County near Oviedo. You’re still in Greater Orlando with its ever-devouring growth, but this is also lake and river country, with some remaining greenspace for the angler, canoeist, and wildlife observer. To reach Oviedo from Orlando, drive east on SR 50, then north on SR 434, also known as Alafaya Trail.


where to go


Black Hammock. 2316 Black Hammock Fish Camp Rd.; (407) 365-2201 restaurant; (407) 365-1244 marina; www.theblackhammock.com. Black Hammock is a center for boat rentals, nature tours aboard pontoon boats, alligator viewing in a nature exhibit, airboat rides, bait and tackle—and some of the best catfish meals in the South.


Gator Ventures. 2536 Black Hammock Fish Camp Rd.; (407) 977-8235. Come during the day for sightseeing, fishing, duck hunting, and wildlife watching, or take a night ride for frogging or gator watching. A free alligator exhibit is on the grounds. Ride the wetlands around Lake Jesup, a 10,000-acre wilderness alive with bird life, wild boar, bobcats, and alligators. Adventures are by appointment and are priced by the hour.
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Pappy’s Patch U-Pick Strawberries. Florida Avenue (just off SR 434, 1 mile north of Oviedo center); (407) 366-8512. They are open seasonally and close once the weather gets too hot. That means Pappy’s Patch typically opens around the end of Dec and closes around the end of April. We pick fresh strawberries there at least once a week. The berries are great and the people that run the place are wonderful.


where to eat


Black Hammock. 2316 Black Hammock Fish Camp Rd.; (407) 365-2201 restaurant, (407) 365-1244 marina. Of the many activities that can be enjoyed here, one of the best is eating. Try farm-raised gator as well as fried or blackened catfish, barbecue, mahimahi done your way, burgers, chicken, or steak. The Shrimp Feast features three kinds of shrimp with all the trimmings, or have the Surf ‘n’ Turf or the Swamp ‘n’ Turf (steak and gator bites). Prime rib, steak, and chicken are charbroiled. For dessert have the Kentucky Derby pie. Beer is sold by the can, bottle, or pitcher; wine is served by the glass or carafe. On the first and third Sundays of the month, live music starts at 2 p.m. in the Tiki Bar. Open Tues and Wed from 4 p.m., Thurs through Sun from 11:30 a.m. Closed Monday. $–$$.


El Potro Mexican Restaurant. 15 Alafaya Woods Blvd., Suite 101; (407) 977-3075. A family-owned and -operated establishment serving authentic Mexican cuisine. Enjoy live music at selected times. Voted Orlando’s best Mexican restaurant. My favorite item is the mushroom quesadilla. $–$$.


Giovanni’s Italian Restaurant & Pizzeria. 4250 Alafaya Trail, Suite 132; (407) 359-5900. Although this restaurant is located in a nondescript shopping area, it may remind visitors of upscale pizza houses in Boston or New York. Tile floors, comfortable booth seating, and a display case all help to set the mood. This spot offers a broad pasta selection. The spaghetti, linguini, angel hair, etc., can be topped with any of six sauces. The menu also boasts lasagna, manicotti, and other baked favorites. The cost of most pasta dishes is very reasonable. The pizzas are also popular, as are calzones. Very family friendly! Lunch and dinner daily. $–$$.


Peppino’s Ristorante. 100 Carrigan Ave.; (407) 365-4774. If you’re looking for a dressy-casual place to feast on authentically prepared Italian specialties, especially veal and chicken, this is it. There’s always a seafood specialty, too, and good steaks. Have a drink from the full bar. Open for lunch and dinner weekdays; dinner only Saturday and Sunday. $$.


sanford


Sanford is slipping out of its small-town role and is increasingly perceived as part of Greater Orlando because so many Orlando-bound travelers arrive here at the international airport or at Amtrak’s Auto Train terminus. Many plunge on south to the theme parks, missing out on the treasures that Sanford itself has to offer. Boats with a draft of up to 8 feet can still sail from the Atlantic Ocean all the way to Sanford on the St. Johns River. The city remains an important port, just as it was. in the steamboat days when the river was central Florida’s chief “highway.” Its historic downtown deserves a day or two, and its Lake Monroe is a boating and fishing paradise. To reach Sanford from Oviedo, pop back onto SR 434, exit at US 17/92/Sanford, and continue into Sanford.


where to go


Central Florida Zoo. 4755 Northwest US 17/92; (407) 323-4450; www.centralfloridazoo.org. This small zoo has been a local favorite since 1933. See rare and endangered species from all over the world, as well as an impressive collection of rare Florida native plants. Trained volunteers educate visitors about animals, birds, elephants, big cats, snakes, and much more. Shop for gifts; cold drinks and light meals are sold at the canteen, which can also stage a children’s birthday party if you make arrangements in advance. Adults $8.95, children ages three to twelve $4.95, and seniors age sixty or over $6.95. Open every day 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.


Lower Wekiva River State Preserve. Mailing address: c/o Wekiwa Springs State Park, 1800 Wekiwa Circle, Apopka, FL 32712; (407) 884-2008; www.floridastateparks.org/lowerwekivariver/default.htm. Located 9 miles west of Sanford on SR 46, this preserve covers more than 17,000 acres along the St. Johns River. Access to these fragile wetlands is limited, so be sure to call ahead to inquire about any hiking, primitive camping, horseback camping, or canoeing you want to do. Lucky visitors see black bear, river otters, alligators, wood storks, and sandhill cranes. Except for trails and primitive campsites, there are no facilities.


Museum of Seminole County. 300 Bush Blvd.; (407) 665-2489; www.seminolecountyfl.gov/leisure/museum. Because Sanford was a major steamboat stop in the decades before people arrived in Florida by rail or motorcar, the town is drenched in history, and this museum is the place to learn about it. Displays depict agriculture, the steamboat era, a typical country store, hospital memorabilia, and artifacts from the first police and fire stations, and the days when Sanford was the Celery Capital. As you enter the building, note the camphor tree, said to be the third largest in the nation. The building itself began as a home for the indigent and elderly, who became largely self-sufficient through operation of their own orange grove, vegetable garden, chicken farm, and dairy barn. Open Tues through Fri 1 to 5 p.m., Sat 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. Admission is $3.21 for adults (tax included), $1.07 for children ages four to eighteen and students (tax included). Children under four are admitted free.


Rivership Romance. 433 North Palmetto Ave.; (800) 423-7401 or (407) 321-5091; www.rivershipromance.com. Your cruise can be a relaxing glide on the St. Johns River or a fun-filled evening of feasting and dancing. On day cruises, bring binoculars for the wildlife show that goes on along the banks of the river. View egrets, herons, and ospreys, sunning alligators and turtles, and perhaps a rare manatee. Dine at your reserved table in the air-conditioned dining room, gazing through a picture window at the passing scene. Menus offer a choice of six entrees, including one seafood and one vegetarian. Luncheon cruises sail Wed, Sat, and Sun 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. and Mon, Tues, Thurs. and Fri 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. Moonlight Dinner cruises with live music and dancing sail Fri and Sat at 7:30 p.m., docking at 11 p.m. Cruises are priced $37 to $53, including the meal. Bar beverages and tips are additional. Reservations are required.


Sanford Museum. 520 East First St.; (407) 688-5198. This small effort captures the rich history of “Celery City” with well-displayed mementoes. It’s housed in a Mediterranean Revival building on the colorful waterfront. The archives and research library are also open to the public. Admission is free Tues through Fri 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. and Sat 1 to 4 p.m.


Self-guided walking tour. Write ahead (see Regional Information) for a brochure and map describing the Sanford Historic Downtown District. Picture the city as it was at the turn of the twentieth century, bustling with steamboat traffic and farm wagons laden with produce. Pass the movie palace, the opera house, and buildings that were once the livery stable, saloon, post office, banks, and dime stores. At 1000 East First St., the old Hotel Forrest Lake is now the home of the New Tribes Mission. The exterior is original.


Wekiwa Springs State Park. 1800 Wekiwa Circle, Apopka; (407) 884-2008. Off SR 434 or 436, the park takes its name from an Indian word meaning “spring of water.” Bring your own horse and ride the 8-mile equestrian trail, or hike 13.5 miles of verdant pathways. Camp, swim in the springs, picnic, bicycle, or bird-watch for Carolina chickadees, bald eagles, limpkin, hawks, and wood storks. With luck, you may spot a black bear, gray fox, or bobcat. Deer, gopher tortoises, and other critters are more common. Open 8 a.m. to sunset every day. State park fees apply.


where to shop


Fleaworld. 4311 Orlando Ave.; (407) 330-1792. Fleaworld bills itself as America’s Largest Flea Market, with over 1,700 dealer booths spread out over 104 acres. It is located on US 17/92 in Sanford. There is free admission and parking. Also home to Funworld family amusement park.


Gallery on First. 211 East First St.; (407) 323-2774; www.galleryonfirst.com. A unique gallery and working space for professional and emerging artists that invites the public inside the artistic process through shows, events, education, and conversations with artists. Voted one of the top twenty galleries in America by GO Magazine.
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a thing for fleas?


Located on US 17/92 in Sanford, Flea world is a sprawling monument to the small entrepreneur. Advertised as America’s largest flea market, the place has roughly 1,700 different vendors and the widest variety of merchandise imaginable—everything from antiques to tires, arts and crafts to windows. I even bought a tarantula and cage here once! My son Alex put it thusly during a recent visit: “The stuff they have here is so random.” Even people who don’t normally enjoy shopping like coming to Fleaworld.


Take some time to wander the aisles. While, of course, much of the merchandise here is junky, there really are some good bargains to be had. It’s like being on a treasure hunt.


Fleaworld is also a superb place to people-watch. We’ve all heard the phrase, “it takes all kinds,” and with the possible exception of wealthy folks, they all come through here. You can buy some snacks and sit down to watch the show that constantly parades by. The conversations you’ll hear are another remarkably entertaining way to pass some time.


Speaking of shows, there’s even an entertainment pavilion that offers free shows daily. Recent shows have included circus performers, magicians, and animal acts.


So take a break from Disney World and browse through Fleaworld, a place that is truly worlds apart. Who knows, maybe you’ll develop a thing for fleas.










The Sanford Historic District Shopping Area, Downtown Sanford. Hidden treasures await visitors in the many antiques shops and specialty boutiques in historic downtown Sanford.


Seminole Towne Center. 200 Towne Center Circle; (407) 323-1843. The 1.5-million-square-foot, bi-level Seminole Towne Center features five anchor tenants—Dillard’s, JCPenney, Parisian, Burdines, and Sears—along with about 120 specialty stores, and an innovative array of dining and entertainment options featuring a state-of-the-industry design. Located at exit 101C and 1-4 in Sanford.


where to eat


Don Pablo’s Mexican Kitchen. 100 Towne Center Blvd.; (407) 328-1885. Don Pablo’s is a popular chain that features made-from-scratch salsa, tortillas, and sauces as well as an entire range of authentic Mexican specialties. From the hearty Conquistador combo to burritos, fajitas, and real margaritas, Don Pablo’s serves up an authentic experience. $–$$.


Hollerbach’s Willow Tree Cafe. 205 East First St.; (407) 321-2204. This is a special place that has it all—great food, fabulous German wines and beer, camaraderie, and an efficient and caring staff. The best time to come is on the entertainment nights, Thursday through Sunday. Reservations are a must as they are always busy. Even if you do not like German food, do not miss this place. They have other choices on the menu and everything is fresh and homemade. The desserts are European in style and are to die for. Their apple strudel is scrumptious! $$.


Sergio’s. 2895 Orlando Dr.; (407) 323-4040. Italian classics are served with gusto in this locally popular Italian place, found just behind the ABC liquor store north of Lake Mary Boulevard. There are pastas galore, saucy chicken or a steak with a side of spaghetti, juicy veal scaloppine, shrimp Diavolo, and desserts such as tiramisu. Start with antipasto or a green salad with vinegar and oil and slabs of the crusty bread. $$–$$$.


debary


In the days when steamships brought Northerners to inland Florida for the winter, DeBary caught the eye of Samuel Frederick deBary, who owned his own side-wheelers and made his fortune carrying cargo, including Mumm’s champagne. His winter home, once a lonely but elegant outpost on the St. Johns River, is now surrounded by a fast-growing community that bears his name. Continue north on US 17/92 north to DeBary.


where to go


DeBary Hall Mansion. 210 East Sunrise Blvd.; (386) 736-5953; www.debaryhall.com. This is the fully restored winter home of wealthy wine importer and steamship line owner Frederick deBary. Count deBary is recognized as bringing the first “tourists” to the area on his riverboats that steamed the waters of the St. Johns River between Jacksonville and Lake Monroe. DeBary Hall now features historic photographs and interactive exhibits that tell the region’s story. Volusia County grants and other sources have funded the restoration of DeBary Hall, which features a visitors’ center with a state-of-the-art lmagidome Theater presentation. DeBary Hall is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Open Tues to Sat 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. and Sun noon to 4 p.m. The last guided tour begins at 3:30 p.m. Admission: adults $5; seniors $4; children three to twelve $2; under three free.


Gemini Springs Park. 37 Dirksen Dr.; (386) 668-3810; volusia.org/parks/gemini.htm. This 210-acre park surrounds one of the springs that Florida is so famous for. There’s a boardwalk and nature trails, a picnic area with restrooms, and swimming in the clear, deep spring waters. A wading pool for children is 2 feet deep. There’s a 2-mile equestrian trail, campsites, a bike trail, canoe rental, and fishing from the fishing dock only. Open sunrise to sunset. Admission is free.




day trip 02
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This jaunt covers 10,000 years of history in a nutshell, and you’ll want to come back for more. The oldest canoe found in the Western Hemisphere was fished out of DeLeon Springs and sent to a museum in Tallahassee. Today the springs still pour thousands of gallons of water a day into a swimming pool that is the same temperature winter and summer. Ponce de Leon thought he would find the Fountain of Youth in these waters. Some locals swim here daily year-round. Your visit to Cassadaga takes you into the realm of spiritualism. DeLand is a college town abuzz with bustling students; Orange City is the home of Blue Spring. Like DeLeon Springs, the waters here gush up into a crystal pool that spills eventually into the St. Johns River. It’s a favorite wintering spot for manatees, who know they’ll find shelter and warm water here.


cassadaga


Go north from Orlando on 1-4 (signs say east) toward Daytona Beach. Pass the Deltona exits, then take the DeLand–Orange City exit, turn left on Route 472, then turn right on Martin Luther King Boulevard. Turn right at the sign to Cassadaga, which is on County Road 4139.


The historic hamlet of Cassadaga in Central Florida was settled in 1894 by George P. Colby—a trance medium from New York—and his followers. They established Florida’s first spiritualist camp, now known as the Southern Cassadaga Spiritualist Camp Meeting. Half a day does nicely for strolling the streets, having a reading or two if you’re into the psychic scene, shopping the bookstores for New Age music, and dining at the hotel.
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Even if you’re immune to superstition and fortune-telling, you’ll feel the eerie presence here. The homes look like summer camps, unlike any other neighborhood in Florida, and they’re packed tightly into one-lane streets. Outside many of them are signs announcing that a reader, healer, medium, or reverend lives inside. Most will give you a reading for about $50 a half-hour. A longer reading or a visit with a departed loved one might run $75. Or you can attend one of the free services, including healing services on Sunday and Wednesday. Minireadings by students cost only a few dollars, and mediums sometimes offer minireadings for half the going rate. There’s such a crowd on some nights, you have to take a number.


where to go


Cassadaga Hotel. 355 Cassadaga Rd.; (386) 228-2323; www.cassadagahotel.net. The hotel lies in the heart of this tiny crossroads, and front desk personnel can arrange a reading with one of their resident psychics. The gift shop has a superb selection of New Age paraphernalia and souvenirs. Set a spell on the wide wraparound veranda or in the homey lobby. Start your tour by buying the annual Cassadaga Spiritualist Camp program here or in the other shops. The hotel has a map showing the community’s buildings and parks and a schedule of services and events.


Colby Memorial Temple. On Stevens Street, a short walk from the hotel; (386) 228-3171; www.cassadaga.org/church_services.htm. The temple is the setting for spiritualist services. On Sunday the healing service is at 10 a.m., followed by a church service at 10:30. A demonstration message service is held Sun 12:30 to 1:30 p.m. On Wednesday healing is at 7 p.m. There’s an admission charge to the message service that follows. On the second Friday of each month, spiritual healing is practiced by candlelight at 7:30 p.m. Oct through May the camp also offers adult lyceum every morning, in which teachers instruct in spiritualism and related topics. On the church grounds, note the plaque honoring the founding of Cassadaga. The small six-sided building is the Caesar Forman Healing Center, where healing is held on Sun 10 to 10:30 a.m. and Wed 7 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. by some of the community’s dozen or so certified healers. Rites are free, although donations are appreciated.


Parks dot the little settlement. They all have names and meaning to locals, but for visitors they are just pleasant greenspaces with paths, carefully tended plantings, and sometimes a picnic table. Follow the map in the program mentioned above. Seneca Park, overlooking Spirit Pond, has a gazebo large enough to seat eight to twelve for a picnic.


Self-guided walking tour. Just walk up one street and down the other to soak up the strange atmosphere of a camp community. Occasionally you’ll see a patch of the original brick paving peeking through. Roads are still mostly single-lane, lined with homes packed close together, and they’re remarkably hilly for flat Central Florida. You’ll pass Harmony Hall, Brigham Hall, the temple, several meditation gardens, and Spirit Lake.


where to shop


Cassadaga Hotel. Its gift shop is well stocked with New Age books and paraphernalia, incense, unique jewelry, and gifts for followers of the spirit world.


Cassadaga Spiritualist Camp Bookstore. 1112 Stevens St.; (386) 228-2880; www.cassadaga.org/bookstore.htm. A broad range of New Age philosophies is represented with books, music, trinkets, and icons. You’ll also find soaps, scents, writing paper, and other souvenirs. Open daily.


Purple Rose. 1079 Stevens St.; (386) 228-3315; http://cassadaga-purplerose.com. The shop carries crystals, gems, jewelry, Native American and metaphysical paraphernalia, and butter-soft Minnetonka moccasins. Open every day.


where to eat


Lost in Time Cafe. 355 Cassadaga Rd.; (386) 228-2323; http://cassadagahotel.net/cafe3.html. Located in the Cassadaga Hotel, the cafe is surprisingly conventional in this unusual, spiritualist setting. Choose from a nice variety of sandwiches and hot and cold dishes. You can even get a glass of wine with your meal. Open daily for lunch. $–$$.


where to stay


Ann Steven’s House. 201 East Kicklighter Rd., Lake Helen; (386) 228-0310 or (800) 220-0310; www.annstevenshouse.com. This three-diamond inn is housed in an 1890s Victorian mansion and carriage house. All rooms are different, so let the hosts know whether you want a soaking tub, in-room Jacuzzi, private veranda, or other feature. A full country breakfast is included. The inn also has an intimate pub, where it’s fun to have a quiet drink after dinner. $$.


Cassadaga Hotel. 355 Cassadaga Rd.; (386) 228-2323. Built in 1927 to replace an even earlier structure that burned, the hotel is beyond quaint. Rooms are small, furnishings defiantly tatty, and bathrooms so minuscule that the tiny pedestal sink may be in the bedroom. Still, baths have all the essential plumbing and are en suite. Window units provide air-conditioning. Some rooms have a tub, balcony, or other special features, but all cost the same. Rates, which are higher on weekends, include continental breakfast. Rooms have no television, phone, radio, or other conveniences, but guests can watch TV in the lobby. The hotel also has a hair salon, a massage therapist—and mediums on call. $$.


orange city


A century ago, steamboats stopped at the docks at Blue Spring to load oranges picked in nearby groves. The main drag, US 17/92, has been the main highway from south Florida to the Midwest for almost a century, yet the heart of little Orange City hasn’t budged out of the 1950s. Continue west on CR 4139 from Cassadaga. Turn south onto the Martin Luther King Beltway, then take CR 4145 west and US 17/92 south to Orange City.


where to go


Blue Spring State Park. 2100 West French Ave.; (386) 775-3663; www.floridastateparks.org/bluespring. The park has a view of the St. Johns River, a clear spring for swimming and snorkeling, a historic home, live oak trees for shade, and a boardwalk that takes you along the spring run to an overlook where, with luck, you’ll see manatees. February is usually the top time for these “sea cows” to come in from the cold and live in spring waters that stay the same temperature year-round. The old homestead was built at a time when steamboats brought passengers upriver and left here filled with oranges. Bring a picnic lunch. Canoes are rented by the hour or day, and there is a boat launch, showers, and primitive campsites. Admission is $5 per vehicle and $1 per person for those who arrive on foot or bicycle. Hours are 8 a.m. to sunset.
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