Florida

FOR

DUMMIES

3RD EDITION

by Lesley Abravanel

WILEY

Wiley Publishing, Inc.






C1.jpg





Plan your trip
8

Z with
For Dummies

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn

Covering the most popular destinations in North America and Europe,

For Dummies travel guides are the ultimate user-friendly trip planners.
Available wherever books are sold or go to www.dummies.com

And book it With Book airfare, hotels and packages
our online partner, Find the hottest deals
! Get breaking travel news
Frommers.com

Enter to win vacations
Share trip photos and stories

XYY XX XN

And much more

Frommers.com, rated the

#1 Travel Web Site by PC Magazine Wl LEY



Cheryl Farr Léas

EUROPE

==

=~ Mary Herczog
o

Also available:
Alaska For Dummies
Arizona For Dummies
Boston For Dummies
California For Dummies
Chicago For Dummies
Colorado & the Rockies For
Dummies

Florida For Dummies

Los Angeles & Disneyland
For Dummies

Maui For Dummies
National Parks of the
American West For
Dummies

New Orleans For Dummies
New York City For Dummies
San Francisco For Dummies
Seattle & the Olympic
Peninsula For Dummies
Washington, D.C. For
Dummies

RV Vacations For Dummies
Walt Disney World &
Orlando For Dummies

The fun and easy way~totra

Also available:
England For Dummies
Europe For Dummies
Germany For Dummies
Ireland For Dummies
London For Dummies

Paris For Dummies
Scotland For Dummies
Spain For Dummies

s Danwin Porter
Danforth Prince

Cruise Vacations

@

@Nﬂnngmﬂ iden
lerry Brown

Available wherever books are sold.
Go to www.dummies.com or call 1-877-762-2974 to order direct.

Also available:
Bahamas For Dummies
Cancun & the Yucatan

For Dummies

Costa Rica For Dummies
Mexico’s Beach Resorts For
Dummies

Montreal & Quebec City For
Dummies

Vancouver & Victoria For
Dummies




Florida

FOR

DUMMIES

3RD EDITION







Florida

FOR

DUMMIES

3RD EDITION

by Lesley Abravanel

WILEY

Wiley Publishing, Inc.



Florida For Dummies? 3rd Edition

Published by

Wiley Publishing, Inc.
111 River St.

Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774

www.wiley.com
Copyright © 2005 by Wiley Publishing, Inc., Indianapolis, Indiana
Published simultaneously in Canada

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise,
except as permitted under Sections 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without
either the prior written permission of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the appro-
priate per-copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923,
978-750-8400, fax 978-646-8600. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the
Legal Department, Wiley Publishing, Inc., 10475 Crosspoint Blvd., Indianapolis, IN 46256, 317-572-3447,
fax 317-572-4355, or online at http: //www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Trademarks: Wiley, the Wiley Publishing logo, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, A Reference for
the Rest of Us!, The Dummies Way, Dummies Daily, The Fun and Easy Way, Dummies.com and related
trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc., and/or its affiliates
in the United States and other countries, and may not be used without written permission. Frommer’s
is a trademark or registered trademark of Arthur Frommer. Used under license. Walt Disney World is
a registered trademark of the Walt Disney Company. All other trademarks are the property of their
respective owners. Wiley Publishing, Inc., is not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in
this book.

LIMIT OF LIABILITY/DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY: THE PUBLISHER AND THE AUTHOR MAKE
NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES WITH RESPECT TO THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETE-
NESS OF THE CONTENTS OF THIS WORK AND SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIM ALL WARRANTIES,
INCLUDING WITHOUT LIMITATION WARRANTIES OF FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE.
NO WARRANTY MAY BE CREATED OR EXTENDED BY SALES OR PROMOTIONAL MATERIALS.
THE ADVICE AND STRATEGIES CONTAINED HEREIN MAY NOT BE SUITABLE FOR EVERY SITU-
ATION. THIS WORK IS SOLD WITH THE UNDERSTANDING THAT THE PUBLISHER IS NOT
ENGAGED IN RENDERING LEGAL, ACCOUNTING, OR OTHER PROFESSIONAL SERVICES. IF PRO-
FESSIONAL ASSISTANCE IS REQUIRED, THE SERVICES OF A COMPETENT PROFESSIONAL
PERSON SHOULD BE SOUGHT. NEITHER THE PUBLISHER NOR THE AUTHOR SHALL BE LIABLE
FOR DAMAGES ARISING HEREFROM. THE FACT THAT AN ORGANIZATION OR WEBSITE IS
REFERRED TO IN THIS WORK AS A CITATION AND/OR A POTENTIAL SOURCE OF FURTHER
INFORMATION DOES NOT MEAN THAT THE AUTHOR OR THE PUBLISHER ENDORSES THE
INFORMATION THE ORGANIZATION OR WEB SITE MAY PROVIDE OR RECOMMENDATIONS IT
MAY MAKE. FURTHER, READERS SHOULD BE AWARE THAT INTERNET WEB SITES LISTED IN
THIS WORK MAY HAVE CHANGED OR DISAPPEARED BETWEEN WHEN THIS WORK WAS WRIT-
TEN AND WHEN IT IS READ. PLEASE BE ADVISED THAT TRAVEL INFORMATION IS SUBJECT TO
CHANGE AT ANY TIME AND THIS IS ESPECIALLY TRUE OF PRICES. WE THEREFORE SUGGEST
THAT READERS WRITE OR CALL AHEAD FOR CONFIRMATION WHEN MAKING TRAVEL PLANS.
THE AUTHOR AND THE PUBLISHER CANNOT BE HELD RESPONSIBLE FOR THE EXPERIENCES
OF READERS WHILE TRAVELING.

For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care
Department within the U.S. at 800-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002.

For technical support, please visit www.wiley.com/techsupport.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print
may not be available in electronic books.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2005923791
ISBN-13: 9-7807-6457-7451

ISBN-10: 0-7645-7745-X

Manufactured in the United States of America
109 87654321

3B/QU/QX/QV/IN

WILEY


www.wiley.com

About the Author

Lesley Abravanel is a freelance journalist and a graduate of
the University of Miami School of Communication. When she
isn’t combing South Florida for the latest hotels, restaurants,
and attractions, she’s on the lookout for vacationing celebri-
ties, about whom she writes in her weekly nightlife and gossip
column, “Velvet Underground,” for both the Miami Herald and
its weekly entertainment newspaper, Street. She is a contribu-
tor to Star Magazine and the Miami correspondent for Black
Book Magazine and is the author of Frommer’s South Florida.






Author’s Acknowledgments

Thanks to my parents, Arnold and Francine — without them, |
am nothing; to Aunt Trish, who knows more about schlepping
through Florida than anyone else | know; to Mrs. Ritchie, for
teaching me to aspire to greatness; to the publicists out there
who understand the importance of getting back to me; and to
all those who appreciate the humor and irony of my involve-
ment in this very book.



Publisher’s Acknowledgments

We're proud of this book; please send us your comments through our Dummies
online registration form located at www.dummies.com/register/.

Some of the people who helped bring this book to market include the following:

Editorial
Editors: Jennifer Connolly
Project Editor: Naomi Kraus

Development Editor:
Jennifer Moore

Copy Editor: Jennifer Connolly
Cartographer: Roberta Stockwell
Editorial Manager: Michelle Hacker

Editorial Supervisor:
Carmen Krikorian
Editorial Assistant: Melissa Bennett
Senior Photo Editor: Richard Fox
Cover Photos: Front cover:
© Richard Cummins/Corbis,
South Beach; Back cover:

© Tom Salyer/Panoramic Images,
Miami Beach.

Cartoons: Rich Tennant
(www . the5thwave . com)

Composition Services
Project Coordinator: Kristie Rees

Layout and Graphics: Carl Byers,
Lauren Goddard, Joyce Haughey,
Lynsey Osborn,

Melanee Prendergast,
Heather Ryan

Proofreaders: David Faust,

Leeann Harney, Jessica Kramer,
Carl William Pierce,
TECHBOOKS Production
Services

Indexer: TECHBOOKS Production
Services

Publishing and Editorial for Consumer Dummies

Diane Graves Steele, Vice President and Publisher, Consumer Dummies

Joyce Pepple, Acquisitions Director, Consumer Dummies

Kristin A. Cocks, Product Development Director, Consumer Dummies

Michael Spring, Vice President and Publisher, Travel

Kelly Regan, Editorial Director, Travel

Publishing for Technology Dummies

Andy Cummings, Vice President and Publisher, Dummies Technology/

General User

Composition Services

Gerry Fahey, Vice President of Production Services

Debbie Stailey, Director of Composition Services


www.dummies.com

Contents at a Glance

JHEEOAUCETON c.eeeeeeeeaeaeaaeaaaaaaaaeaaaeeanannnnnnnenneeee ]

Part I: Introducing Flovida ...............ccccoueecueec ¥

Chapter 1: Discovering the Best of Florida .......c..ccccecceeneeneee
Chapter 2: Deciding Where and When to Go

Part I1: Planning Your Trip to Florida ............33

Chapter 3: Managing Your MONEY .......ccccceeeenirrenirenenuenennene 35
Chapter 4: Getting to Florida ........ccccocereeivincncniienicieinene 45
Chapter 5: Getting around Florida .......ccccecovevievenieniecieeenenne 52
Chapter 6: Booking Your Accommodations ...........ccccceeueene. 58

Chapter 7: Catering to Special Travel Needs or Interests ....65
Chapter 8: Taking Care of the Remaining Details

Part I11: South Flovida ..........cccceeeeeeaaaannnnnnnne

Chapter 9: Settling into Miami ........ccccceeeveeveviieveenieeierieeienne
Chapter 10: Exploring Miami .........c.cccceeverevereecieneesreneenene.

Chapter 11: Unlocking the Keys ........ccccocevevveennen.
Chapter 12: The Everglades .........ccccecenieennennee.
Chapter 13: The Gold Coast ......cccceeevieevieceeeiecciecieeeeeene

Part 1U: The Gulf Coast .........ccccueceeeaunenes

Chapter 14: TAMPa ....ccccveeviecieeieeeeceecee e
Chapter 15: St. Petersburg, Clearwater,

and the Beaches ........cccccoveoiieiinicciicecceeeceeee 236
Chapter 16: Sarasota, Fort Myers, and Naples .................. 260

Part U: Uisiting Central Florida:
Mickey Mantia ..........c..euueeeeeacneaacaannnnnns 287

Chapter 17: Settling into Walt Disney World

and Orlando ......c.coeceveevirenininicncee e
Chapter 18: Touring the Theme Parks
Chapter 19: Exploring the Rest of Orlando ............c...c....... 360

Part Ul: The Great North .................ceeeauee. 377

Chapter 20: Daytona Beach ........cccccocvevierieniicciinecieeeene, 379
Chapter 21: Northeast Florida .........ccccevievvvciineeciineenne, 396




Part VIl: The Part of Tens ..........ccceeeeecunne. 423

Chapter 22: The Top Ten Florida Beaches ....................... 425
Chapter 23: Ten or More of Florida’s Favorite Foods ...... 430
Appendix: Quick Concierge ........................ 435



Maps at a Glance

20 q U - USSP 16
Florida Driving Times and Distances ..........cccccevvevvveviienieeeniennenn. 53
Miami at @ GIANCE .......ccieeiiiiieieiieieeeeeeeee e

South Beach Accommodations
Miami Beach Accommodations

Accommodations Elsewhere in Miami ...........ccceceeeeevieniinceeniennennen. 98
South Beach Dining ..........ccooeeiieriiiiinieiceeeeeeeeeeee 102
Miami Beach Dining.........cccooeevieiiecienicieceeieceeseeeeese e 104
Attractions in South Miami-Dade County ..........ccccceeeevverveniennens 109
Central Miami Attractions ..........cccooceverienenieneneeeeeeeee
The Florida KEYS .....ccccciveiiieiieieeieeciecteeteeere et ee e
KEY WESL .ttt
The Everglades.........ocooieiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeee e
Fort Lauderdale ........................
Palm Beach and Boca Raton
Tampa Accommodations and Dining ..........ccccccceeeeviiieninnenenee. 218
Tampa AttracCtions ........c.occvevieieieecieceereceere et 226
Downtown St. Petersburg ..........cccecevieeiieeeniieiieniceneeeeseee e 239
St. Pete and Clearwater Beaches ..........ccccooeeiininiiniinencieenee. 249
Sarasota and Bradenton ............ccccocecievieinenenineneneeeeeeceee
Fort Myers, Sanibel, and Naples
Orlando Neighborhoods ..o,
Accommodations and Dining in Walt Disney World

and Lake Buena Vista .........cccccevevieniincieniieieseeieceeieeeesieennn 300
Other Orlando Area Accommodations and Dining ...................... 302
Accommodations and Dining on International Drive .................. 306
Walt Disney World .........cccocoeieriiiieniinieieceeeeeeeeeseeee e 319
More Orlando Attractions ..........ccccoceeveeeevenienenneneeeseeeseeen 364
Daytona Beach
St. AUGUSEINE. .....ooieiicieiieieeeeeee et
JACKSONVIIIE ..o

Amelia Island and Fernandina Beach ........cccoceeviiviiiiiiceiennens 411






Table of Contents

Introduction .............cccceeceeecceecceeeieeeineeseenens 1
About This BOOK .......ccccoviiiiiiiiieeeeeeee 1
Conventions Used in This Book .........ccccoceviiiinnnne. 2
Foolish Assumptions ..........cccccccevvvevieieeneecieneereeeeeene 3
How This Book Is Organized ..........ccccceeeevveniecrenneennnne. 4

Part I: Introducing Florida ........c.ccccecverveiennennnnne. 4
Part II: Planning Your Trip to Florida .................. 4
Part III: South Florida ..........ccccooiiniiiinie 4
Part IV: The Gulf Coast ........ccocevvrireneninenienene 5

Part V: Visiting Central Florida:
Mickey Mania ........ccccecveevevieeeenieeeenieeieneenennnes 5
Part VI: The Great North .......ccccooeenivinineninennnn. 5
Part VII: The Part of Tens ........ccccceevvvevevrenrennene. 5
Icons Used in This BOOK .......ccccccoverieciecieinineeeeeiee 5
Where to Go from Here ..........ccoovveevieniiiieieinieieiene 6
Part I: Introducing Florida ......................c..... 7
Chapter 1: Discovering the Best of Florida ............. 9
The Best Fine-Dining Experiences ...........ccccecceveneeee. 10
The Best Places for Fresh Seafood ..........c..ccccceeenneeee. 10
The Best Romantic Hideaways .........cccccoevveeevvenieennenn. 11
The Best Family Attractions .........cccccoccevveeviereeciennnnne. 11
The Best Chills and Thrills .......cc.cccovenenenineneniiencne 12
The Best Places to Get TipSy ......cccceveveveveeneeneeneeenene 13
The Best Places to Party Until Dawn ........................ 14
The Best Places to Cast Your Reel ... 14
Chapter 2: Deciding Where and When to Go ....... 15
Diving Into Florida’s Regions ...........cccecevenerevieneennne. 15
South Florida .......cccceeeeieininininienieeeeee 18
The Gulf Coast .....cccecvvirererirenieeeeeee 19
Central Florida .......cccoeceverinieninineneeienieenene 19
The Great North .......ccooceviiiiiiiiiiieeeeee, 20
Revealing the Secret of the Seasons .........ccceceeene. 21
Discovering springtime in Florida ..................... 21
Heating up the scene in summer ...................... 22
Falling into the tropics ........ccccocceeveevieveecreneennene 22
Heading south for the winter ..........c.cccecueunnee. 22

Wising Up about the Weather ...........c.coccoeveninnncne 23



X(/i Florida For Dummies, 3rd Edition

Heeding Weather Warnings ..........ccccoccevieiniinicninnen. 24
Making hurricane waves ............ccceceeeveereecvennenne 24
Tumbling tornadoes ...........ccccceevvevieeveriereennennen. 25
Forgoing some Sun ........c.cceceeevevievieneenieneeniennns 25
Raining down ........ccoceeeiieiiniieiiiieeceeeeee e 26

Checking Out Florida’s Calendar of Events ................ 26
JanUArY ..o
February
March—April .......cccooevieviieieiirieecereeeeee e 28
MAY it en 28
JUNE e 29
JULY o 29
AUGUSE e 29
SEPLEMDET .....covevieiiieecceeeeeee e 29
OCLODET ..ot 29
NOVEIMDET .....ooiriiiiiiniiieniccieeteeeeeeecee e 30
DeCEmMDET .....cocveiieiiieieeeeeeee e 30

Part I1: Planning Your Trip to Florida ...........33

Chapter 3: Managing Your Money ............ccoeuncen... 35
Planning Your Budget ..........cccccceveveienincienenieneeieenens 35
Transportation ...........cccceceevevenienenienenceeenees 36
LOdZING ....oovveeiiiieieieeeee e 36
DINING .ottt 37
SightSeeing .....ccccoveeveeieciicieiceeeee e 37
ShOPPING ..ooovveiiieieeieeceeeee e 38
Nightlife
Keeping a Lid on Hidden Expenses ...........cc.ccceuenennnee. 40
Cutting Costs — but Not the Fun ... 41
Handling MOney ......ccccoceviiiiniienieeteeeteeeeeee 42
Using ATMs and carrying cash .........ccccecveunennen. 43
Charging ahead with credit cards ..................... 43
Toting traveler’s checks ........cccoccevvvierienceeienen. 43
Dealing with a lost or stolen wallet ................. 44
Chapter 4: Getting to Florida
Flying to Florida .......ccccoceveninineniiciecencecnenee
Getting the best deal on your airfare ............... 45
Booking your flight online ............cc.ccoccoooiiiiiee 47
Driving to Florida .......ccccccoeveeeiieieiieieieeceeeceeeen 48
Getting to Florida by Rail ..........cccoooveviiiiininiiieiees 49
Choosing a Package Tour .........cccoeevevirienenienieieneens 49
Airline packages .....c..ccccocevevevieneninienenenenenee 51

Other package resources ..........c.ccoecerceeneeceennene 51



Table of Contents  X¢/ff

Chapter 5: Getting around Florida ............cccco....... 52
BY CAr oottt 52
Minding the road rules .........ccccceevverirrinieeciennens 52
Renting some wheels ...........cccoceevevieieceneeeenenne. 54
Ringing up the cost of renting a car .................. 55
Booking a rental on the Internet ....................... 55

By Plane

By Train

By Bus
Chapter 6: Booking Your Accommodations .......... 58
Getting to Know Your Options .........ccceceevevienieevennnnns 58
Getting the Best Room at the Best Rate ..................... 60
Finding the best rate .........ccocoiivieniniiniiees 61
Getting the view — or not ........ccoceviiiiineiienenee 62
Surfing the Web for hotel deals ......................... 63
Reserving the best room ...........ccccoeeeveeievenene 64
Chapter 7: Catering to Special
Travel Needs or Interests .........cccocovvevcreresnnrennnne 65
Traveling with the Brood: Advice for Families .......... 65
Making Age Work for You: Tips for Seniors ................ 67
Accessing Florida: Advice for
Travelers with Disabilities .........c.ccccocvcerceninenennenne. 68
Following the Rainbow: Advice
for Gay and Lesbian Travelers ..........cccccecererrennenee. 69
Chapter 8: Taking Care of
the Remaining Details ... n
Playing It Safe with Travel and Medical Insurance ...71
Staying Healthy When You Travel ...........cccccoovenenen. 72
Keeping Up with Airline Security Measures .............. 73
Beating the Crowd: Reservations and Tickets ........... 74
Reserving atable ... 74
Reserving a ticket and getting
event information .........c.coceeevininiininincnnn. 75
Reserving a green ..........ccoooeevvevieveeeeeeeeeeenee. 75
Part I11: South Florida ..............ccouccueeeeenaec 77
Chapter 9: Settling into Miami ...........c.cccocorreeuncne. 19
Getting There .......ccceviecieniieieceeeceee e 79
By Plane ........cocoovveieniiiiiceeeeee e 80
BY CAT e 81

By train ..o 81



XUVIff Florida For Dummies, 3rd Edition

Orienting Yourself in Miami .........ccccooceviiinniinininnen. 81
Introducing the neighborhoods ........................ 82
Finding information after you arrive ................ 86

Getting around Miami ..........ccoeceevieveeeniencienenieneeieniens 87
BY CaT oo 87
BY taxi cvoeoeeeeieeeee e 88
BY DUS .o 88
BY rail oo 88

Staying in StYle ......cccooieviieieieeeeeeeee e 89
Miami’s best hotels .......cc.cocovevevinennienincncnns 89
Runner-up hotels ........cccoceviiiininiineeee. 94

Dining OULt ..ooceeieiiiiiiieeee e 99
Miami’s best restaurants ...........cccccecerienenienenne 99

Chapter 10: Exploring Miami .........ccccovuveenerescurenes 108

Seeing the Top Sights .......cccooiiiiiiniiiiiee 108

Finding More Cool Things to See and Do ................. 112
Visiting museums, gardens,

parks, and mMoOTe ..........cccceeveevereenieeeeieeeennens 113
GOIfING oot 117
Watching the big-league teams ........................ 117
Fishing .....cooooiiiiie, 118
Laying down some bets .......c..cccoevverciieneennnnenns 119

Seeing Miami by Guided Tour .........ccccceevevervvenreennnne 119
BUS tOUrS ..oveiiiiieicecec e 119
Walking tours .......cccoeceevercieniieieneeieeceeeeeene 119
Boat tour ......ccocceeiiiiiei e 120

ShOPPING ..coviiiiiieeee e 120
Burning some bucks .........ccccceviiiiniieienieennnne. 121
Crawling through the malls ..........c.ccueveenenne. 121

Living It Up After Dark ........ccccooveeviiriiinieeicieneeene 122
Toasting the town .......cccoceeivinininciincceene 123
CIUDDING ..oviieieieeeeeeeeeeee e 123
Pursuing splashes of culture .............ccccce... 124

Fast FACES c..oouiriieieieeec e 125

Chapter 11: Unlocking the Keys ........cccocovevrerenrenns 127

Getting There ......c.covecveeevieieeeecee e 127
BY Plane .......ccceevieiieieieeeeeeeeee e 128
BY CaY oottt 128
By train ... 128

Getting a Clue about the Keys ......cc.coccoevevinencnenen. 129

Getting Around ........ccccoceiiiiiniinineee 129



Table of Contents )('ix

Key Largo ......cccoceeieiiiieieieeeeeeete e 131
Spending the night ............cccooviiiivinicies 131
Dining 10Cally .....cccveeieeiieieiieieiecieeeeeseeiee 132
Exploring Key Largo .......cccccceeevvecenirvienenienne 134
Touring the waters .........cocecveneineenncneeene 135
Shopping for local treasures ..........cccceveeene 136
Living it up after dark .........ccccceviiiiiniiincnnnne. 136

[slamorada .......cccceoevieienieniniee e 136
Spending the night ..........cccccoevivinviniiiiees 136
Dining 10Cally .....cccoeeireiieieiieieiieieeeeseeiee 138
Exploring Islamorada ........cc.ccccoceveevenenicniennnen. 140
Pursuing outdoor delights ...........cccoceeenenne. 141
Living it up after dark .........cccoocoriiiiniiinnnnne. 141

Marathon ........ccccovevierieiie e 142
Spending the night ..........cccccoevvviiviniiiiees 142
Dining 10Cally ......cccceeieeiieieiieieiieieeeeeeiee 143
Exploring Marathon ..........ccceceveneneiencncnnnnen. 144
Outdoor Pursuits .........cccceeeeveeveeeeereeieereeeenne. 145

The Lower Keys ... 146
Spending the night ............cccoovviviiiniiiies 146
Dining 10Cally .....cccveeiieiieieiieieiieieeeeeseeiee 148
Exploring the Lower Keys ........ccccccovvevienvnnnnne 149
Taking it to the water ........cc.cccoveveeiiencncnnnen. 150

KEY WESL ..ottt 150
Spending the night .........cccocovvinininininiene. 152
Dining 10Cally ....c..coveevieeiieiieiicieceeeeeeeseeiene 154
Exploring Key West .......cccccoeevvevievienicrieneeienne 156
Seeing Key West by guided tour ...................... 158
Outdoor adventures ........c.cccoeeeveveeneneeceenenne 159
Keeping a bit of the Keys for yourself ............ 160
Living it up after dark .........c.ccceviininiinnnne. 160
Coming out to enjoy the gay scene ................ 161

Fast Facts: The Keys ......cccooevveeieviineenieeieneciesieeiene 161

Chapter 12: The Everglades .........cccocovererenrerennenns 163

Introducing the Everglades .........ccccccoevvvvieniinvieneennenns 163

Getting There ........cccoevecieviiecenececeeeeee e 164

Getting Around ..........ccoceevieiieninneneeeeeeeee e 165

Staying in Style .......ccocoviveveneieeeeeee e 165

Dining OUt ...cocooieiiiiieee e 169

Exploring the Everglades ..........ccccooveevievieniiiieniennns 170
Top attractions ........ccccceceevierceeniiennieeniieesieennne 171
Going outdoors in the Everglades .................. 176
Taking a guided tour .........cccecevevenievencnncnnnen. 176

Fast FACES ...ooiiiieiiceeeeeeeee e 177



xx Florida For Dummies, 3rd Edition

Chapter 13: The Gold Coast ..........cccocnrrrereerrerennee 178
Seeing the Gold Coast ......ccccceeeevvieeeniieierececeeieae 178
Fort Lauderdale, Hollywood, and Beyond ............... 179

Getting there ........cccocevivvieviicirieeeeeee, 179
Getting around .........cccceceeeeenenenineneneneeeene 181
Staying in style ..o 182
Dining out .....cocoviiiieiiiieeeeeeeee 186
Exploring Fort Lauderdale,

Hollywood, and beyond ...........ccccvevreuennnn. 189
Shopping the local stores .........ccccovvrciereenens 194
Living it up after dark .........ccccooceriiininiinnennnne. 194

Fast FACES ...ooieiiieieeecee e 195

Boca Raton, Palm Beach, and West Palm Beach ..... 196
Getting there ........cccoceevvieveevicicniceeceeeee, 196
Getting around ..........ccccoeveevvirienienienieeeeseeeenen 197
Staying in Style .......ccccocveevvevievenieeeeeeeee 198
Dining out .....ccovieiierieieeeeeeeeeeee e 202
Exploring Palm Beach, West Palm Beach,

and Boca Raton ..o, 204
Shopping the local stores .........cccccoevevveveenens 208
Living it up after dark .........cccoovevvverenveenrennnne. 208

Fast FACES .c..ooveerieireeiccceccceccees e 209
Part 1U: The Gulf Coast ..........cccceueecuecenec 211
Chapter 14: Tampa .......cccocveerenerrcnserensessesessessesessenns
Getting to Tampa ......ccccecvevievienieieceeeceeeeeee e
By pPlane ......coccovviiniiiiiteeeeeee
BY CAT it
By train .....ccooeieeiieee
Orienting Yourself in Tampa .........ccccocevevenenieniennen.
Introducing the neighborhoods
Finding information after you arrive .............. 215
Getting Around Tampa ........ccccceeeeeeereresesesiesienenens 215
BY CAT i 216
By taxi .oeoooiereeieeee e 216
BY DUS .eveeiiiieeeeeeeeeteeeee e 216
Staying in StYle ......ccceoeeviieieiiceeeeeee e 216
Tampa’s best hotels ........cccccoevveviecieniiceneeiene 217
Runner-up accommodations ............cccceeeveunne 221

Dining OUt  ...coceeieerieiireeceeceeeeereeeeee e 222



Table of Contents )('Xi

Exploring Tampa ........ccccoceeevenienieceieeeeeesesee e 225
The top attraction: Busch Gardens ................ 225
Seeing other top sights ........ccccoevevieriiveiennenns 229
More cool things to see and do ....................... 231

Shopping the Local Stores ........cccoecveviecienvncieniniene 232
Tampa’s best shopping areas ...........cccccoceeene 233
Hitting the malls ..., 233

Living It Up After Dark ........ccccooevvvvieviiieieceereennne, 233
Bars oo 233
CIUDS .ottt 234
Cultural centers .......c.coceveeerenenenenenenieceenene 234

Fast FaCts ....oooiiiii e 234

Chapter 15: St. Petershurg, Clearwater,
and the Beaches ..., 236

Searching the Suncoast: What’s Where? .................. 237

St. Petersburg and Its Beaches .........ccccccoovviiinieins 237
Getting there ... 237
Getting around ..........ccccoooeiiiniiiiniieee, 238
Staying in style .......ccccocoeevvevievenieeeceeeiee 240
Dining OUt ....cccvevvieiecieieeeeieeeeie e 243
Exploring St. Petersburg ........c.ccccccovvvevievvnnenne 245
Going on a guided tour .........ccccceecvevierieiennnnnne. 247
Shopping the local stores ..........ccccooeeiiininene 247
Living it up after dark .........c.cccoviiiiiniinnnne. 247

North Pinellas and Its Beaches ........cccccovevenenennnen. 248
Getting there ........ccccceevvvevievicienieceeeeeeeee, 248
Getting around ...........cccceeveeieinenieesiesieeienns 250
Staying in style ......cccocevrveeiinineneniencceeene 250
Dining OUt ...ccooveieieieieeeeeeeeeeee e 252
Exploring Clearwater ...........cccoceveeevenienvennenen. 254
Taking a guided tour .........ccoevveeiieieriieieieeiens 257
ShOPPING ..oooviiiiiieiececeeeeeeeeee e 257
Living it up after dark .........ccccooeeeerivienieiennen. 257

Day-Tripping to Weeki Wachee,

Homosassa Springs, and Crystal River ................. 258

Fast FACES ...oouiiiieieeeeee e 259

Chapter 16: Sarasota, Fort Myers, and Naples ...260

Southwest Florida: What’s Where? ...............c..c..c... 260

Sarasota and Bradenton ..........cccccocvviveninenieniennenen. 261
Getting there ........cccccevvvevieviiiieiceeeeeeee, 261

Getting around ..........ccccoeeveviivieniencieieeeeeeenen 261



XXii Florida For Dummies, 3rd Edition

Staying in style ......cccocvevevicnnnnennene
Dining out .......cooceeiiniiiiniieeeee
Exploring Sarasota and Bradenton
Shopping ....cccccceveevieneeieeeeceereeeeenns
Living it up after dark ...........cco......
Fort Myers, Sanibel, Naples, and Marco Island
Getting there ......c.cccvevevevevenccnene
Getting around ..........ccccoeeeiiinienenncens
Staying in style .......c.cccoviiiniinnnene
Dining out .......cccoeviiiiiinieeieeeeeee

Exploring Fort Myers, Sanibel,

Naples, and Marco Island ..............

Going on a guided tour .........ccceeeneeee
Shopping .....cccccevevvenienenieeeieeee
Living it up after dark ..........c..cccccc...

Fast FaCtS ...coovivvviieiieeeciececeeccceeeieeee

Part U: Uisiting Central Florida:

Mickey Mania ..............uueeeecccacacnnnnnane. 287

Chapter 17: Settling into Walt Disney World
and Orlando ...

Getting There ........cocooeiiiiiniiiieneeeee
By plane .......ccccoooeiviieniinieeieeeeeee
By Car ...ccooveiiiiiie
By train ......ccocevviiniiiniiieeeeeee
Orienting Yourself in Orlando .....................

Introducing the neighborhoods

Finding information after you arrive
Getting Around Orlando .........cccccceevveevennnns

Staying in Style .......cccoceeevievieniieceeiereenne
The top hotels ......cccoceevercieeieciiiienne
Runner-up hotels .........cccccevvvvnvnenen.

Dining Out  ..cccoovieiiiieeeeeeceeeee
Disney character dining .........c..........
Dinner ShOwWs ......cccccoceeveneencneeneneene




Table of Contents X'Xiii

Chapter 18: Touring the Theme Parks .................. 318
Walt Disney World: An Overview .........ccccceceevveereennn. 318
Pricing theme parks .........cccccecveviecenninvienennenne 319
Enjoying Walt Disney World ...........ccccevenenns 320

The Magic Kingdom .........cccocevieiiniienineeeienceene 321
Main Street, U.S.A. ..o 321
Tomorrowland ...........cocceeveiiiiinnniniiieneeee 321
Mickey’s Toontown Fair ..........ccccceevveverennnnee. 322
Fantasyland ..........cccocevieieniincienieieneceeseeiene 323
Liberty SqQUAre ........ccccoeeveeeeenesieereseseeeeenas 325
Frontierland ...........ccccocoovviiiiiininiiieeeee, 326
Adventureland ............cocooiiiiiininiee 328
Parades and fireworks ...........ccccoceiiniiinnnne. 329
EDCOU ottt 330
Future World ........cccocevevineninininincrencnieeeneen 331
World ShOWCASE .....covvvveiiiiiiicccieeenne 335
Ending your day at Epcot .......ccceceviriiinennnne 339
Disney—-MGM Studios .......cccceceveeiienienenienenieneeiene 339
Checking out the best of Disney-MGM .......... 340
Parades and fireworks ..........cccoceeevevievienennenns 342
Animal Kingdom .........ccccecevieviinienienieneeieeeeieeeenn 343
The Oasis ...cccevevieirerinireeeeerereceeeeeeeaen 343
Discovery Island ........c.cccoceviniininnenenieceiee 343
Camp Minnie-Mickey ......c.ccoccoviniiininiinennnnne. 344
AfFICA i 344

ASIA o 345
Dinoland U.S.A. ....ccociiiriririnieneeeeeeeeen 346

Hollywood ......cooooiiiiiiiieeeeee,
NeW YOIK ...ooociieiieiieetecteeteeie e
Production Central
San FranciSco .......cccoceevveeveeniiecieniieieneeieseeiens
Woody Woodpecker’s KidZone ....................... 349
WOrld EXPO ..ccoeeveieieieieieceeeeeeee e 350
Islands of Adventure ...........cccoooeveevieceneecieeeecreeenne. 351
Port of ENtry ....cocovvevveiiieiieeeeeeeee 351
Seuss Landing .........cccceeveieviievieniiecieneeieseeiens 351
Marvel Super Hero Island ...........ccccceeverennnne. 352
Toon Lagoon ........ccccceeveeeeeinineneniesiesiesee e 353
Jurassic Park .......ccccooevveeiieiiieeeeceeeeee 353

The Lost Continent ..........cccceeevveeeieiveeeeeeereenns 354



)('xi(/ Florida For Dummies, 3rd Edition

SEAWOTIA ...t 355
Park prices ......cocooceeeeviieeeviinieeceeeeeeeveevenne 355
SeaWorld attractions ........c.ccceceveverenenieneenee. 356

DiSCOVEIY COVE ...uvveviiiiereieieeeeeee et 358

Chapter 19: Exploring the Rest of Orlando .......... 360

Seeing the Top Smaller Attractions .............ccoceeuenn. 360
The never-ending world of Disney .................. 360
Beyond DiSney .........ccccoeveviniininiienenieeeeene, 363

More Cool Things to See and Do ........ccccceeveiennnee. 366

ShOPPING ..oovieiiiiieieeeeeeee et 367
Orlando’s best shopping areas ........................ 367
Searching for shopping hot spots ................... 368

Living It Up After Dark ........ccccocevvevenenncnencncniceenene 369
Disney after dark ..........ccccooeviininiininiiienne. 369
Universal after dark .........cccoceviiiininiininnenne 371
Other nighttime venues ...........ccccceeeeveereennnne. 373

Side-tripping to John F. Kennedy Space Center ....... 373

Side-tripping to Cypress Gardens ..........c.cceevereennenne 374

Fast FACES ..ooueeieieeeeeeeeeee e 375

Part Ul: The Great North ...............ccceeueeeee 377
Chapter 20: Daytona Beach ..........ccovverevrercnnenns 379

Getting There ........cocovvevievieieniceceeeeeeeee e 380
By Plane .......cooooeveiiinneneecceceen 380
BY CaT e 380
By train ..o 380

Orienting Yourself in Daytona Beach ........................ 380
Introducing the neighborhoods ...................... 380
Finding information after you arrive .............. 382

Getting Around Daytona ..........ccccceveveverienieneenieenenne. 382
BY CaT i 382
By taxi ..oooieeiieee e 383
BY DUS ..o 383

Staying in StYle ......cccooveevieeieciieeeieeeeeeeee e 383
The top hotels ......ccoceeviievieniieiiiieeeeeeee 383
Runner-up hotels ........cccoceeivinencnincncncinnen. 386

Dining OUt  ..ocoooiiiiieeeeeee e 387

Exploring Daytona Beach .........c.cociiiiiiiniinnnne. 389
The top attractions ..........cccceeeevieveereevieneenenne 390

More cool things to see and do ....................... 391



Table of Contents  yx¢/

ShOPPING ..coviiiiiieeeee e 392
Living It Up After Dark ........cccooevvvvievicieieceeieeenne, 393
Bars ..o 393
Performing arts ........ccccceevevieviinincenieeneeene 394
Day-tripping to Ocala .......cccecceeeeviieieniieieeeiereeiene 394
Fast FACES ...ocvviiieieieeeeeee e 395
Chapter 21: Northeast Florida .........cccccceeorureenneee. 396
Getting a Feel for Northeast Florida .........ccccocec..c. 397
St. AUgUSEINE ...oeiiiiii e 397
Getting there ........ccccevvievevinieveceeeeee, 397
Getting around ..........ccccoeveevierienienienieeeeeeeene, 399
Staying in Style .......cccoeveevievievienieeeceseeiee 400
Dining out ......cccoeeiieiiiiiiieeeeeee 402
Exploring St. Augustine ..........cccceceviiienennnne 404
ShoPPINgG ..cooeiiiiiiiie e 407
Living it up after dark .........cccoceevevrenvecreennnne. 407
Jacksonville, Amelia Island,
and Fernandina Beach ........cccoccovnniininincninnnns 408
Getting there ........ccoocoevveiiiniiieeeeee, 408
Getting around ..........ccccoeeeviniininieeee, 408
Staying in style ... 410
Dining OUt ....ocveeiieieciereeeeeceee e 414
Exploring the Jacksonville area ....................... 416
ShOPPING ..ooovveiiiieieeieeeeeeeee e 420
Living it up after dark .......cc.cocovvevevirencncnnnncn. 421
Fast FaCts ....coooiiii e 422
Part Ull: The Part of Tens ............ccccueenen... 423
Chapter 22: The Top Ten Florida Beaches ........... 425
Bahia Honda State Park (Big Pine Key) ................... 425
Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Recreation Area
(Miami/Key Biscayne) .........cccccceevenennenennencnnene 426
Matheson Hammock Park Beach (South Miami) ....426
Naples Beach (Naples) .......ccceveeviieeeniincienecieneeiene 427
Cayo Costa State Park (Captiva Island) .................... 427
Siesta Beach (5arasota) ........cccocceeeeveevieecienencienceienne 427
Fort DeSoto Park (St. Petersburg) .........ccceceeennee. 427
Caladesi Island State Park (Dunedin) ..........cccc........ 428
Washington Oaks State Park (Palm Coast) .............. 428

Little Talbot Island State Park (Jacksonville) .......... 428



)('X(/i Florida For Dummies, 3rd Edition

Chapter 23: Ten or More of

Florida's Favorite Foods ...........cccooeeveinsicininnnnnne 430
AMDYOSIA .ooocvviiceieeeceeeeee s 430
Citrus Fruits .....oooveiiiieiiceceeeccececeee e 431
CONCR ettt 431
Cuban CUISINE .....coeevvveeriereeeieeetrecre e 431
DIVINILY .ooovieieieeieieeieeeeeeeece et 431
Florida LODSEEr ........ooovvivieiiiiieeeeeeceee e 432
GIIES oottt e 432
Key Lime Pie .....cccoeeiiiiiieeeeceeceeeeeeee e 432
MUILEL ..ottt e eareens 432
SEAF00A ....evviireeiieceeee s 432
Stone Crab Claws ........cccceeveevieeiieneeereeeee e 433

Appendix: Quick Concierge ........................435
Florida A to Z: Facts at Your Fingertips .................... 434

Toll-Free Numbers and Web Sites ..........ccccccuveennnnee. 436

Where to Get More Information ..........ccccevvveeevneeennns 439

OnNline SOUICES ......cccvvveeeverieeiieecereeeeeree e 439

Official state welcome centers ..........ccceeneee. 440

Other sources of information ............ccceceeveenn. 440

JNACK «eaanaeeeeeeaeeaeeeeeeeaaaeaaannnneeeenaee 503



Introduction

Even those of you who, like me, reside in the Sunshine State feel as if
you're on a permanent vacation, and it’s not just because of the sun,
the palm trees, and the ocean. Whether your passion involves water
sports, beach bathing, theme-park hopping, shopping, art and historical
sighting, or wining and dining, Florida offers a wealth of opportunities
for you to experience at your leisure.

Florida has come a long way since 1513, when Ponce de Leon landed and
alligators ate his men, and the natives sent their bon voyage wishes via
Flaming Arrow Express. From diving with dolphins to daring rides on
roller coasters that zoom from 0 to 60 mph in less than three seconds,
you'll find experiences here like nowhere else on Planet Earth. If you're
interested in the past, you can immerse yourself in St. Augustine, the
oldest city in the U.S. — but the Sunshine State also has plenty of attrac-
tions that can bring you tantalizingly close to the future. Florida’s theme
parks, especially those clustered around Orlando, are constantly trying
to out-duel each other with high-tech animatronics, virtual experiences,
and all-too-real thrill rides where you strap yourself in and pray your
bladder doesn’t become a stranger with a mind of its own. Miami’s siz-
zling South Beach offers some of the hottest nightlife on American soil.
Daytona Beach is world-renowned — or infamous, depending on your
point of view — for Bike Week and spring break. And, Destin and Fort
Walton Beach have miles of sand on which to tan your body.

Florida’s a big place, and your number-one priority should be navigating
your way through all the fun and sun without exhausting yourself —
after all, you are on vacation. All you need to ensure a great trip to
Florida is some patience, some advance planning, and some suntan
lotion — now how hard is that?

About This Book

With a little help from us, you won’t have to

v Do it anyone else’s way.
v Pay full price.
v Read the fine print.

There’s no need for any of that. You chose this book because you know
the For Dummies name and have probably already made your first
decision — you’re thinking hard about a trip to Ponce de Leon’s favorite
flatland, Florida. You probably also know how much you want (or can
afford) to spend, the pace you want to keep, and how much planning



2 Florida For Dummies, 3rd Edition

Dummies Post-it° Flags

As you're reading this book, you'll find information that you'll want to reference as you
plan or enjoy your trip— whether it be a new hotel, a must-see attraction, or a must-
try walking tour. Mark these pages with the handy Post-it® Flags included in this book
to help make your trip planning easier!

you can stomach. Most of y’all (forgive our Southern slang) also don’t
want to tend to every little detail. Yet you don’t trust just anyone to do it
for you. That’s why you’re reading this book.

My job is to boil down what, honestly, is a very long spit of real estate —
542 miles from Key West to Jacksonville, then left and westward 364
miles to Pensacola. (That doesn’t count most of the Gulf Coast!) At cur-
rent count, Florida has 16 million residents and five times that many
tourists per year — all crowded into about 22 percent of the land. The
rest of the state is pasture, swamp, and public land that most folks never
see. Because your time and money are valuable, I focus on the cities and
regions in Florida that deserve your attention. This book doesn’t cover
Florida comprehensively (that would require volumes). It highlights the
best Florida has to offer. [ don’t worry you with the secondary stuff that,
although perfectly fine, isn’t up to snuff for most vacations.

How can anyone sort through that kind of mess, you ask? It takes experi-
ence. After stomping through the state for over a decade, [ know where
to find the best deals (of the non-rip-off variety). In this book, I guide you
through Florida in a clear, easy-to-understand way, enabling you to find
the best hotels, restaurants, and attractions without having to read this
book like a novel — cover to cover. Although you can read every page if
you choose, you can also flip to only those sections that interest you. |
also promise not to overwhelm you with choices. [ simply deliver the
best, most essential ingredients for a great vacation.

Conventions Used in This Book

To make this book an easier reference guide for you (and because
Florida does its best to make you max them out), we use the following
abbreviations for commonly accepted credit cards:

AE: American Express
CB: Carte Blanche

DC: Diners Club

DISC: Discover

JCB: Japan Credit Bank
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MC: MasterCard
V: Visa

[ also include some general pricing information to guide you as you
decide where to unpack your bags or dine on the local cuisine. I've used
a system of dollar signs to show a range of costs for one night in a hotel
(the price refers to a double-occupancy room) or a meal at a restaurant.
(The room rates do not include taxes of up to 12 percent. The cost of
each meal is the main course only; so allow for the 6-7 percent sales tax,
as well as appetizers, drinks, or other extras you desire.) Check out the
following table to decipher the dollar signs:

Dollar Signs Hotel Restaurant
$ $99 or less $14 or less
$$ $100-$199 $15-$24

$$$ $200-$249 $25-$39
$$$% $250 or more $40 or more

I've listed exact prices for every establishment, attraction, and activity,
but keep in mind that prices are subject to change.

In addition, I've divided the hotel listings into two categories — my per-
sonal favorites and those that don’t quite make my preferred list but still
get my hearty seal of approval. Don’t be shy about considering these
“runners up” hotels if you're unable to get a room at one of my favorites
or if your preferences differ from mine — the amenities that the runners
up offer and the services that each provides make all these accommoda-
tions good choices to consider as you determine where to rest your
head at night.

For those hotels, restaurants, and attractions that are plotted on a map,
a page reference is provided in the listing information. If a hotel, restau-
rant, or attraction is outside the city limits or in an out-of-the-way area,
it may not be mapped.

Foolish Assumptions

As [ wrote this book, | made some assumptions about you and what your
needs may be:

» You may be an inexperienced traveler trying to determine whether
to take a trip to Florida or looking for guidance to decide when and
how to make this trip.

» You may be an experienced traveler, but you don’t have much time
to devote to trip planning or to spend in Florida when you get here.
You want expert advice on how to maximize your time and enjoy a
hassle-free trip.
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v You're not looking for a book that provides all the information
available on Florida or one that lists every hotel, restaurant, or
attraction in the state. Instead, you want a book that focuses on
places that give you the best or most unique experiences in the
Sunshine State.

If you fit any of these criteria, Florida For Dummies, 3rd Edition, gives
you the information you're looking for!

How This Book Is Organized

Florida For Dummies is divided into seven parts. The chapters in each
part lay out the specific details of that part’s topic. Each chapter and part
is written so you don’t have to read what came before or after, though I
sometimes refer you to other areas for more information. Here’s a brief
look at the parts.

Part I: Introducing Flovida

Think of this part as the hors d’oeuvre. In this part, | tempt you with the
best experiences, hotels, eateries, and attractions in Florida. I throw in a
weather forecast, look at special events, and then help you plan a budget.
[ also provide special tips for families, seniors, travelers with disabilities,
and gay and lesbian travelers.

Part 1I: Planning Your Trip to Florida

Should you use a travel agent? How about buying a package tour? Where
can you find the best airfare? In this part, I answer those questions and
also talk about the advantages — and disadvantages — of booking your
trip on the Internet as well as list some good online resources. In addi-
tion, I get into money matters, discussing whether you're better off using
credit cards, ATMs, traveler’s checks, or cash. Before moving on, I tie up
some last-minute details and talk about travel insurance, car rental, and
packing tips.

Part 111: South Florida

This part of the book deals with Miami, the Keys, the Everglades, Fort
Lauderdale, Palm Beach, and their "burbs. I introduce the neighborhoods
and then explore some of the modus transporto (local buses, trolleys,
taxis, shuttles, and other vehicles to get you from hither to yon). I also
give you some advice on where to stay, where to eat, and which attrac-
tions to see. Finally, I profile the best shopping areas, present the best
clubs, and offer some suggested itineraries.

Part 1V: The Gulf Coast

Florida’s left coast has pockets of development, particularly around the
Tampa Bay area, but the Gulf Coast is not nearly as cramped as the
Atlantic side. In this part, | introduce you to Tampa, St. Petersburg, and
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the Gulf beaches and then venture south to Sarasota, Fort Myers, and
Naples. I include the region’s best accommodations, restaurants, attrac-
tions, shops, and clubs, as well as sightseeing itineraries.

Part U: Uisiting Central Flovida: Mickey Mania

So much is shoehorned into Orlando and the Walt Disney World area that
this section of Florida deserves its own part — three meaty chapters.
First off, I show you how to get there, profile the neighborhoods, and
present the best accommodations and eateries in town. Then I devote a
chapter to the major theme parks operated by Disney, Universal, and
SeaWorld. Last but not least, [ present some of the smaller, cheaper, and
more relaxing attractions, explore shopping and partying venues and
then take side trips to the Kennedy Space Center and Cypress Gardens.

Part Ul: The Great North

Except for a few development clusters — most notably along the upper
Atlantic Coast — North Florida is pretty wide-open. Most of the places
here are oriented more toward backpackers, paddlers, and cow tippers
than typical tourists. In Northeast Florida, [ offer you a front-row seat in
the oldest city in the United States, St. Augustine, and explore Daytona
Beach, Amelia Island, Fernandina Beach, and Jacksonville.

Part UII: The Part of Tens

Every For Dummies book has The Part of Tens. The appearance of this
part is as certain as annual rate increases at Florida’s theme parks. Here,
I give you parting advice on the state’s best beaches and foods.

You can also find an appendix, your “Quick Concierge,” which contains
lots of handy-dandy information you may need when traveling in Florida,
like phone numbers and addresses for emergency personnel or area hos-
pitals and pharmacies, protocol for sending mail, and more. Check out
this appendix when searching for answers to lots of little questions that
may come up as you travel.

Icons Used in This Book

Several icons (those little pictures in the margins) are scattered through-
out this guide. Consider them your road map for finding specific infor-
mation you may need.

<Mes The Best of the Best icon highlights the best Florida has to offer in all

A
]
[}

A\

categories — hotels, restaurants, attractions, activities, shopping, and
nightlife.

Find out useful advice on things to do and ways to schedule your time
when you see the Tip icon.
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Watch for the Heads Up icon to identify annoying or potentially danger-
ous situations, such as tourist traps, unsafe neighborhoods, budget
breakers, and other things to beware of.

I use the Kid Friendly icon to identify particularly family-friendly hotels,
restaurants, and other places, although most of Orlando is receptive to
small fry.

Keep an eye out for the Bargain Alert icon as you seek out money-saving
tips and/or other great deals.

The Natural Wonder icon highlights particularly noteworthy beaches,
parks, preserves, and other natural attractions in Florida, a state known
for its natural beauty.

Where to Go from Here

Okay. You know what to expect from this book and how to use it to plan
a sun-filled, fun-filled vacation to Florida. So, start reading. There’s much
to do before you arrive, from arranging a place to stay each night to
exploring the best beaches, attractions, and nightlife that Florida has to
offer. Like the Boy Scouts, the successful Florida traveler needs to be
prepared; follow the advice in this book, and you will be. And, last but
not least, have fun — this state was designed to bring sunshine into its
visitors’ lives, so you may as well enjoy it.
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Introducing Florida

The 5t Wave By Rich Tennant

“T appreciate that our room is so near the ocean
T can heay the waves crashing, butT had to get
up togoto the bathroom e times last night.”



In this part . . .

Deciding on a vacation destination shouldn’t cause
angst, but making a few decisions now — before the
landing gear lowers — can help you get the most out of your
vacation. My goal in this part is to help you cut through the
first wave of options that you encounter when deciding on a
Florida destination.

But before I do, you get to do a little dreaming about the pre-
mier experiences Florida offers, and the grand excursions you
can embark upon when you get there.




Chapter 1

Discovering the Best
of Florida

In This Chapter

Dining in the top restaurants
Landing in the most intimate spots
Playing like an all-star

Partying with the best of them

thher you prefer diving with dolphins, working on your suntan,
or gorging on great food, Florida’s wealth of activities, dining

opportunities, and entertainment can impress even the most jaded trav-
eler. Millions of visitors flock here each year, drawn by the promise of
warm winters, a bounty of beaches, and fabulous attractions — both
man-made and natural. But before I dive into the details, | review some
of Florida’s best places to stay, eat, and have fun. In these first pages, |
tell you about some of the things that convince snowbirds, families, hon-
eymooners, and outdoor enthusiasts to come here every year and, in the
process, I show you a few things that can fill your to-do list.

Of course, selecting the best from such a large, visitor-friendly state is no
easy job, and the choices I list here are simply some of the highlights.
You can discover hundreds of other hotels, restaurants, activities, and
attractions in the following chapters. And, dare I say, you’ll probably find
a few of your own after you arrive in the Sunshine State. Throughout the
book, the “Best of the Best” icon is attached to the places and activities
mentioned in this chapter.

I'm going to keep an ace in the hole and save my favorite Florida
beaches for Chapter 22, but for now, here are the all-stars.
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The Best Fine-Dining Experiences

v Chef Allen’s (North Miami Beach; @ 305-935-2900). This outstand-
ing Floribbean (a term used to describe the best of Caribbean and
Floridian cuisines’ offerings) restaurant boasts a show kitchen and
a menu that features goat-cheese-encrusted lamb chops and
mesquite-grilled soft-shell crabs. See Chapter 9.

v Norman’s (Coral Gables; @ 305-446-6767). A perennial award
winner thanks to such treats as venison au poivre and pork tender-
loin with Haitian grits, Norman’s is consistently one of So Flo’s best.
See Chapter 9.

v Louie’s Backyard (Key West; @ 305-294-1061).This stellar, scenic
waterfront spot serves up grilled yellowfin tuna and spice-rubbed
venison while you watch a spectacular sunset. See Chapter 11.

v Cap’s Place Island Restaurant (Lighthouse Point; @ 954-941-0418).
This barge-turned-restaurant on a private island near Fort Lauderdale
offers the total South Florida experience, serving excellent, reason-
ably priced seafood. And there’s a bonus: The boat ride to the restau-
rant is free. See Chapter 13.

v Euphemia Haye (Longboat Key; @ 941-383-3633). This cozy culi-
nary standout offers unique continental cuisine and a romantic
atmosphere. See Chapter 16.

v Emeril’s (Universal Orlando; @ 407-224-2424). TV Chef Emeril
Lagasse’s original eatery at Universal’s CityWalk beckons with cre-
ative Creole dishes, an open-to-view “wine loft” with 12,000 bottles,
and a delightful atmosphere. See Chapter 17.

1 Beech Street Grill (Jacksonville; @ 904-277-3662). Housed in a his-
toric two-story home, this perennial award winner serves tasty,
upscale cuisine. See Chapter 21.

1 Marker 32 (Jacksonville; @ 904-223-1534). This Jacksonville
foodie hot spot features a million-dollar view of the Intracoastal as
well as a killer chipotle-rubbed beef tenderloin. See Chapter 21.

The Best Places for Fresh Seafood

v Joe’s Stone Crab (Miami’s South Beach; @ 305-673-0365). This
South Beach institution wins the Great Crab War by serving the
most succulent stone crab in town (some say it’s a monopoly), pro-
viding an amusing see-scape of Miami’s movers, shakers, and most
curious — and crab-crazy — tourists. See Chapter 9.

1~ Atlantic’s Edge (Islamorada; @ 305-664-4651). This Keys standout
makes a mean Thai-spiced snapper, or you can bring your own
catch, and the staff will prepare it for you. See Chapter 11.
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v Testa’s (Palm Beach; @ 561-832-0992). The Palm Beach mainstay
continues its 75-year family tradition with seared tuna, almond-
crusted prawns, and an amazing seafood marinara. See Chapter 13.

v Ted Peters’ Famous Smoked Fish (St. Petersburg; @ 727-381-7931).
Life doesn’t get much better than sipping a cold beer while diving
into red-oak-smoked mullet, mackerel, and more at this open-air St.
Petersburg institution. See Chapter 15.

v~ Blasé Café (Sarasota; T 941-349-9822). Don’t be fooled by the
name of this awesome local favorite. There’s nothing blasé about
Chef Todd’s fresh fish du jour. See Chapter 16.

The Best Romantic Hideaways

v~ Little Palm Island (Little Torch Key; @ 800-343-8567). This sub-
lime resort, tucked away on a 5-acre isle near Little Torch Key, is
only accessible by boat. Kids under 16 are prohibited, and the
rooms don’t have phones, TVs, or alarm clocks. See Chapter 11.

v Cheeca Lodge (Islamorada; &@ 800-327-2888) Cheeca, appropri-
ately pronounced chic-aahh, is a world-class resort with a laid-back
style that positively encourages the sharing of private moments.
See Chapter 11.

+» Marquesa Hotel (Key West; @ 800-669-4631). The Marquesa
Hotel’s 40 rooms have the charm of a romantic bed-and-breakfast,
to go along with four-poster beds, marble baths, and private
porches. See Chapter 11.

+* Renaissance Vinoy Resort (St. Petersburg; @ 800-468-3571). This
swank St. Pete stay has a pampering spa and an ambience straight
out of an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel. See Chapter 15.

+* Don CeSar Beach Resort & Spa (St. Pete Beach; @ 800-637-7200).
This sprawling pink structure is the epitome of a Gatsby-style man-
sion with a seafront setting. See Chapter 15.

v Peabody Orlando (Orlando; @ 800-732-2639). The Peabody
exudes a sophistication that ranges from its famous marching mal-
lards to candlelit dinners at its restaurant. See Chapter 17.

1+~ Casa Monica Hotel (St. Augustine; @ 800-648-1888). Built in 1888,
the Casa Monica Hotel has the charm and Spanish architecture
common to the oldest city in the United States. See Chapter 21.

The Best Family Attractions

v Miami MetroZoo (Miami; @ 305-251-0400). The city’s only zoo
enthralls visitors of all ages thanks to a petting zoo and 700 critters,
including white tigers, black rhinos, and Komodo dragons. See
Chapter 10.



’ 2 Part I: Introducing Florida

v+ Dolphin Research Center (Marathon; @ 305-289-1121). The
Dolphin Research Center boasts the best of Florida’s swim-with-
the-dolphin programs. See Chapter 11.

v+ Lion Country Safari (Loxahatchee; @ 561-793-1084). This little
piece of Africa near West Palm Beach lets you drive through and
walk grounds that not only harbor lions but also elephants, rhinos,
and wildebeests. See Chapter 13.

v Busch Gardens (Tampa; @ 866-353-8622). Tampa’s biggest attrac-
tion offers close-up views of African animals as well as guided
tours, shows, flume and raft rides, and five roller coasters. See
Chapter 14.

v Disney’s Magic Kingdom (Orlando; @ 407-824-4321). This theme
park of all theme parks is an American classic. See Chapter 18.

v Disney-MGM Studios (Orlando; @ 407-824-4321). A large piece of
Hollywood comes to life in central Florida at the Disney-MGM
Studios. See Chapter 18.

v+ Universal Studios Florida (Orlando; @ 800-711-0080). Less kitschy
than MGM, you can find lots of action and adventure at Universal
Studios. See Chapter 18.

v~ Islands of Adventure (Orlando; @ 800-711-0080). Thrill rides and
cartoon faves make this Universal theme park one of Orlando’s
must-do’s. See Chapter 18.

v Kennedy Space Center (Cape Canaveral; @ 321-449-4444). Blast
off with tons of fun centering on the past, present, and future of
space travel. See Chapter 19.

v~ Daytona USA (Daytona Beach; @ 386-947-6800). A state-of-the-art,
interactive vehicular attraction that’s even popular with non-race
fans, Daytona USA is one of the few places in the world where
speeding is a way of life. See Chapter 20.

The Best Chills and Thrills

v~ The roller coasters at Busch Gardens (Tampa; 866-353-8622). This
African-themed adventureland offers five whopping coasters. The
newest is Gwazi, a wooden coaster whose 50 mph thrills include
weightlessness. Kumba and Montu are 10 mph faster. The Python
offers a double corkscrew and a 70-foot plunge, while The Scorpion
has a 60-foot dive and a 360-degree loop. See Chapter 14.

v Summit Plummet at Disney’s Blizzard Beach starts slow but fin-
ishes with a 120-foot, wedgie-inducing freefall. You know that this
one must be good because there are viewing stands to watch the
suckers — er, riders — make the journey. See Chapter 18.
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v+ The Amazing Adventures of Spider-Man at Islands of Adventure is
a 3-D simulator that dips and twists through comic-book action.
Watch out for the simulated, but very realistic feeling, 400-foot
drop. See Chapter 18.

v The Incredible Hulk Coaster at Islands of Adventure launches you
from 0 to 40 mph in two seconds and then does seven rollovers and
two deep drops — you'll feel weightless, and possibly nauseated.
See Chapter 18.

+ Dueling Dragons, also at Islands of Adventure, catapults frail
bodies on dueling coasters through five inversions at 55 to 60 mph,
and — get this — you come within 12 inches of the other coaster
on three occasions. See Chapter 18.

» Rock 'n Roller Coaster at Disney-MGM Studios rips from 0 to 60
mph in 2.8 seconds and goes right into an inversion, as the 120
speakers in your stretch limo blast Aerosmith. And as if that isn’t
enough, all this takes place in semidarkness. See Chapter 18.

v The Twilight Zone Tower of Terror, also at Disney-MGM, is a free-
fall experience that leaves your stomach hanging at several levels —
Rod Serling would have loved it. See Chapter 18.

The Best Places to Get Tipsy

v+ Nikki Beach Club (South Beach; @ 305-538-1111). This outdoor
oasis is a cross between the Playboy Mansion and an episode of
Survivor, with tiki huts, teepees, and, of course, bars, not to men-
tion a colorful array of scantily clad barflies. See Chapter 10.

v~ Alabama Jack’s (Islamorada; @ 305-248-8741). Don’t drive too
fast or you'll miss this converted gas station on the water that’s
home to delicious smoked fish and a colorful mix of Harley dudes,
old-school, Hee Haw-esque line dancers, and passers-by en route
to or from the Florida Keys. See Chapter 11.

+* Woody’s Saloon and Restaurant (Islamorada; @ 305-664-4335).
This raunchy roadhouse bar features nightly headliners Big Dick
and the Extenders. The leader of the band is a frequently profound
and almost as frequently profane Native American who loves to
pick on his audience. See Chapter 11.

v+~ Captain Tony’s (Key West; @ 305-294-1838). Some believe that
this joint was the original Sloppy Joe’s frequented by Ernest
Hemingway. Undergarments left hanging from the ceiling pretty
much set the tone of this dive. See Chapter 11.

v~ Stan’s Idle Hour Seafood Restaurant (Goodland; @ 941-394-3041).
This off-the-beaten-path bar-cum-restaurant has gained fame as the
home of some odd events, including the Goodland Mullet Festival,
the Buzzard Lope Queens, and Polish Octoberfest. See Chapter 16.
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The Best Places to Party Until Dawn

v South Beach (Miami). South Beach, a.k.a. Glitter Beach, is just the
two southernmost miles of Miami Beach but feels much larger in
stature as an Art Deco District with clubs and bars featuring every-
thing from rock to rhumba. See Chapter 10.

v Duval Street (Key West). The Bourbon Street of South Florida,
Duval Street is yet another great place to cruise the bars; also take
in the Sunset Celebration at nearby Mallory Square. See Chapter 11.

1 Las Olas Boulevard (Fort Lauderdale).What used to be a dirt road
leading to the Atlantic is now a tony street of cafes, galleries, bou-
tiques, and bars. See Chapter 13.

1 Clematis Street (West Palm Beach). This downtown West Palm
Beach street offers lively action in pubs and clubs. See Chapter 13.

v Ybor City. This Cuban enclave near Tampa really gets lively with
salsa-fied fun after the sun goes down. See Chapter 14.

v Orlando. The créme de la créme of prefab clubs and bars, most
with a specific theme a la Planet Hollywood, Orlando is central
Florida’s mecca of entertainment. The city has two very themey
entertainment districts. Disney’s Pleasure Island and Universal’s
CityWalk let you party well into the wee hours. See Chapter 19.

The Best Places to Cast Vour Reel

v The Keys. The Florida Keys are heaven for game fishermen (blue
and white marlin, bonefish, tarpon, and permit) as well as anglers
looking to put something on the dinner table. See Chapter 11.

v Fort Lauderdale. Fort Lauderdale offers good launching points for
anglers looking for redfish, trout, snook, Spanish and king mack-
erel, sailfish, snapper, and grouper. See Chapter 13.

v Treasure Island. A good place to cast a line for grouper, amberjack,
sea bass, and snapper. See Chapter 15.

v Boca Grande. The fishing off Boca Grande is wonderful, and things
really heat up in July when The World’s Richest Tarpon
Tournament is staged. See Chapter 16.



Chapter 2

Deciding Where and
When to Go

In This Chapter

Knowing what to expect
Greeting the seasons

Wising up to weather warnings
Checking out the calendar

Forida is a year-round destination — it has only a few rain dates —
but some places are best sampled in the so-called off season. Unless
you're into togetherness, two of our most popular destinations are best
avoided during certain times of the year. Walt Disney World and Orlando’s
other major theme parks amount to instant insanity any time kids are
out of school, such as summer and holidays. The more popular Florida
beaches (Miami, Daytona, and St. Petersburg/Clearwater) also do a fever-
ish business in summer as well as during the annual snowbird season
(winter) and spring break.

I give you ammunition so you can decide when to go, but it’s quite likely
that personal factors will end up cementing your decision. Some of you,
for example, plan a vacation to avoid wicked weather back home. Others
take advantage of seasonal savings that are too good to pass up. And many
of you have to travel when the school calendar allows. The good news is
that there’s a season for everyone.

Where you go depends on your interests and budget. Do you want to
soak in the sun? Avoid another human life-form for a while? Hook a tuna?
Explore the oldest city in the United States? Lose lunch on our best thrill
rides? This guide offers all these possibilities and more.

Diving Into Florida’s Regions

If you want to come to Florida but don’t know much about it, you're in
good company. Even Florida natives are lucky if they get to know every-
thing about their own backyards.
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s This is a big state. Don’t even try to tackle it all at once. Biting off more
By than a fraction of the state in one visit is futile. So [ separate the state
@ into manageable chunks that you can study before deciding what you

want to cover this year (and perhaps, in the many years to come).
For starters, here are thumbnail sketches of the cities and regions to
get you thinking about a wish list. Do you want nightlife? Are the kids
making the decisions for you? Do you like the beach? Hate the forest?
Don’t be bashful. It doesn’t cost a thing to dream, and you’ll have time
later to whittle your list down to size. I give you all the tools necessary
to make the decision that’s right for you.

South Florida

The unofficial capital of the South Florida region, Miami is both pictur-
esque and sophisticated, with a pulsating nightlife. South Beach is
where La Dolce Vita fuses with La Vida Loca, known for hot clubs and
cool people watching along a beach that’s been described as America’s
Riviera. Villa Vizcaya and Coral Castle are two of the region’s finest
(and most ambitious) architectural marvels, while kitschier attractions
such as the Miami MetroZoo and Miami Seaquarium have been tickling
tourists for decades. The sports scene includes pro football, baseball,
basketball, and hockey franchises. But Miami is a moderately expensive
destination, and it has many of the other problems associated with a
metropolis, including crime, congestion, and pollution. (See Chapters 9
and 10 for details about Miami.)

Things thin and chill out a bit in the Keys, where the mood and the
magic are a little off-center, but that’s just the Conch Republic’s way of
life. Only a single road stretches over the 110 miles from the mainland to
Key West. This single highway can make the drive seem like an endless
journey when accidents close one or both lanes. The Keys are best for
those of you who want to kick back and forget about following a sched-
ule or a dress code. Water sports rule through most of the Keys, espe-
cially at such gems as Bahia Honda State Recreation Area on Big Pine
Key and John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park in Key Largo. Key West
was a favorite stomping ground (and watering hole) for several of the
most notable literary and artistic figures of the 20th century. Its attrac-
tions include the Audubon House and the Ernest Hemingway Home
and Museum (see Chapter 11).

South Florida is also the gateway to Florida’s greatest natural treasure,
the Everglades (see Chapter 12). And Palm Beach is the winter home of
some of America’s rich and famous. To match the size of his ego, Donald
Trump bought Mar a Lago, Palm Beach’s largest and most resplendent
home. Even if you're not on Forbes’ list of the richest people in the world,
it’s fun to window shop along Worth Avenue, known as the Rodeo Drive
of the South (see Chapter 13).
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Fort Lauderdale has several of Florida’s best golf courses, and the bur-
geoning yet historic downtown riverfront area, with shops, dining, and
assorted amusements, is one of the region’s most popular new tourist
draws.

The Gulf Coast

With some exceptions, this coast hasn’t experienced the explosive growth
that the Atlantic side has. The water is part of the reason. The Atlantic

is alive with crashing waves, which is as good as the surf gets in Florida.
Across the way, the Gulf of Mexico is calm and tepid, like a soothing tub.

Tampa'’s Latin influence adds a welcome touch to the region’s food, cul-
ture, and architecture. The city has a moderately good arts calendar, a
dandy nightclub scene in the Cuban enclave of Ybor City, and in Busch
Gardens, a theme park that rivals Orlando’s offerings. St. Petersburg’s
signature attractions include its Gulf Beaches, the Salvador Dali Museum,
and the Florida International Museum.

The two cities have a top-rated sports calendar that includes big-league
baseball, football, and hockey teams. But tourism is an afterthought on
Tampa’s side of the bay, and St. Petersburg is nearly as overbuilt as Miami.
(See Chapters 14 and 15 for more on Tampa and St. Petersburg.)

Sarasota’s Asolo Theatre and the Ringling Museum of Art give the
cultural community plenty of reason to crow. Gulf-view towns, such

as Naples, Marco Island, and Fort Myers, are quieter than most of
Florida’s other beachfront cities. This stretch of the coast has more than
10,000 islands including Sanibel, Captiva, Gasparilla, and Boca Grande.

~ On the downside, this area is spread far and wide. There are few day-

filling activities, and you have to drive a while to get to your next stop.
(See Chapter 16 for information on Sarasota, Naples, and Fort Myers.)

Central Florida

If Orlando were a rock group, it would be called “Mickey and the
Wannabes.” In Central Florida, Walt Disney World is the lead vocalist,
Universal Orlando and SeaWorld play the guitar and keyboards, and
dozens of smaller attractions are behind the drums. This area truly is
fantasyland, but the crowds, cost, and confusion can turn your trip into
a frightful experience.

As late as 1970, Orlando was a small town dotted with cow patties, orange
blossoms, and palmetto stands. A year later, Disney changed that forever.
Uncle Walt’s legacy spawned four theme parks (Magic Kingdom, Epcot,
Disney-MGM Studios, and Animal Kingdom) and nearly a dozen minor
attractions, plus a supporting cast of resorts, restaurants, and stores —
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enough to be its own city. Orlando is also home to the ever-expanding
world of Universal Orlando (Universal Studios Florida, Islands of
Adventure, and more) as well as SeaWorld and its younger sister,
Discovery Cove. (Check out Chapter 18 for information on all the
Disney, Universal, and SeaWorld attractions.)

If ever there were a destination that virtually had it all, Orlando is it,
which is why many people love it. It’s a reasonably convenient place to
park yourself — much of the hoopla is in two areas, Lake Buena Vista
and International Drive, and most of its neighborhoods have just about
everything you need for an amusing vacation.

On the flip side, traffic and crowds can be brutal, and the theme
parks are expensive. (Most visits cost a family of four $180 — just
for admission.)

The Great North

Daytona Beach'’s calling cards are bikinis, bikers, and bullet cars. The city
bills itself as “the world’s most famous beach.” The title is disputable, but
Daytona is a wide stretch of white sand, bathed in frothy Atlantic waters.
Aside from the beach, Daytona’s most popular tourist attractions are the
Daytona International Speedway and Daytona USA, a high-tech, inter-
active, jump-and-shout exhibit in front of the speedway (see Chapter 20).
But if you're not into sun, sand, and speed, Daytona may feel like you
woke up in Wayne’s World with a Southern twang. And if you arrive in
March and aren’t a member of the spring-break squad, you're likely to
feel out of place on the beach.

The oldest city in the United States, St. Augustine (founded in 1565), is
located a little farther north of Daytona on the Atlantic coast. If the idea
of forts and other musty mysteries appeals to you, here’s a chance to
go back to the days of the earliest colonization. Castillo de San Marcos
is a precious link to the past as are several storefronts that stake a
claim to being the oldest something or other (jail, school, and so on).
Although the city has its share of tourist trappings (a pseudo Fountain
of Youth, for example), it also has some nifty places to visit, such as the
St. Augustine Alligator Farm and Zoological Park and the Bridge of
Lions (see Chapter 21).

Continuing north, Jacksonville is a Navy town that has traded paper
mills for sprawl and interstate clutter. The Jacksonville Zoo and the
natural beaches, such as the one at Little Talbot Island State Park,

are pluses, but most tourists find themselves having to scatter to find
things to do in the Jacksonville area. One of northeast Florida’s nicer
resorts, Amelia Island Plantation, is 30 miles north. This resort blends
environmental consciousness with top-flight golf, tennis, and beach
activities. At the other end of the island, Fort Clinch State Park, near
Fernandina Beach, offers living-history presentations that are a joy to
see (see Chapter 21).
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Revealing the Secret of the Seasons
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Seasons? You bet Florida has them.

Of course, some of them are far less pronounced than in places like
Europe, Canada, and New York. Sometimes it’s hard to even tell if
Florida has an autumn or spring. Summer’s heat and humidity often last
six months or more. During hurricane season, which lasts from June
through November, intense storms can send even the most diehard
Floridians running for shelter (see the “Heeding Weather Warnings” sec-
tion, later in this chapter). As a tradeoff, winters are generally mild and
pleasant. Florida skies are unusually sunny, except for the first day of
winter cold fronts, a short spring rainy season, and the daily thunder-
storms that come and go quickly in summer. Temperatures in Florida
are more moderate along the coasts, particularly on the Atlantic side,
which has a decent sea breeze; the center of the state tends to be a bit
colder in winter and hot as blazes in summer.

Most people enjoy their vacations more when crowds are thin and the
weather is mild — spring and fall in Florida. Except in Orlando, rooms
and (in some cases) other expenses are cheaper during these seasons.

If you have youngsters, think about pulling them out of school for a few
days during the off season to avoid crowds and lines at theme parks and
other attractions. Ask their teachers for schoolwork to take with you.
You can also suggest that your kids write a report on some educational
element of the vacation. If you're a senior who can travel when you please,
think about avoiding the peak of the winter snowbird season as well as
the summer and holiday family times.

Here’s our seasonal score sheet.

Discovering springtime in Florida
Spring is a popular vacation time for most travelers, and Florida is no dif-
ferent. Here are some of the best reasons to go to Florida in the springtime:

v The weather is mild.
v Spring is when Florida really blooms. Think flower power.

v Accommodations that give discounts give them now.
However, keep in mind the following springtime pitfalls:

v Without a winter, a long spring is rare. Temps can get warm and
sticky in April (heat + humidity = Hades).

v The pollen drives hay-fever sufferers crazy.

v Spring break cometh. Avoid it unless you're a breaker.
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Heating up the scene in summer
Florida bustles during the summer season, in spite of the sizzling tem-
peratures. Here are some points to consider:

v Wow — picturesque 6 a.m. sunrises and 9 p.m. sunsets.
v August means back-to-school sales at malls and outlets.

v Air-conditioning is alive and well. Savvy travelers spend the
middle of the day indoors, whether it’s in a cool attraction or
their accommodations.

But, again, keep in mind the following:

v The heat and humidity are oppressive.

v Summer thunderstorms cool things off a little, but they pass
quickly, allowing the sun to turn concrete and asphalt walks
into frying pans. Summer is also the heart of hurricane season
(see the “Heeding Weather Warnings” section, later in this chapter).

v Discounts? Ha! Why cut prices with these crowds?

Falling into the tropics
Fall is a beautiful time of year to visit Florida. Here are some of the
state’s autumn bonuses:

v Ah, fall foliage. Florida has the same fiery reds, brilliant oranges,
and screaming yellows as New England. The difference is that ours
last about 17 minutes.

v Accommodations that give discounts do so in the fall, too.

v Lines and crowds begin to shrink.
Some things to look out for, however:

v It’s cooler, but temps aren’t as mild as those in spring until
Thanksgiving or later.

v The hurricane season lasts through November, and storm activity
can run high in September and October (see the “Heeding Weather
Warnings” section, later in this chapter).

Heading south for the winter

Winter brings visions of softly falling snowflakes (and slick roads and
salt trucks) to most travelers, but that’s not the case in Florida. You
should consider the following pluses when planning a winter vacation
in Florida:
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v There isn’t a true winter, just a few days at or near freezing, followed
by mild, sunny weather. So leave those winter blues back home.

v Lines are short in many tourist areas during most of the winter
season.

Winter does have its downside, however. Consider the following:

v The mid-December to early January holidays are nearly as crowded
as the dead of summer.

v Forget about a white Christmas. It’s common for temperatures to
be in the 90s during Hanukkah, Christmas, and Kwanzaa.

v After mid-December arrives, prices rise.

Wising Up about the Weather

<P

You can check out Table 2-1 for the average 24-hour temperatures for
selected Florida cities. Beyond these averages and the seasonal informa-
tion I provide in this chapter, there’s no way to get a true-blue, long-term
forecast. But you can find short-term forecasts (presuming you trust
meteorologists) at the following venues:

1+ The Weather Channel: The 24-hour cable channel features Florida
on a regular basis, and it offers ongoing coverage when big weather
news happens. You can also get information on the Internet at www.
weather.com.

v The Weather Center: This Tampa-based service is a good source for
statewide weather information. The Weather Center (www.weather
center.com) features data on tides, rainfall, temperatures, and
severe weather warnings as well as a link to the National Weather
Service (NWS). Speaking of the NWS, you can jump to its site at
www.nws.noaa.gov for more information.

Table 2-1 Average 24-Hour Temperatures
for Sample Cities (°F/°C)

Miami
Jan Feb Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec
69/21 70/21 71/22 74