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All revved up? Get behind the wheel and follow us to 
Florida’s far-flung corners. Go Southwest for spectacular Gulf 

sunsets and drum circles that celebrate the end of the day. Head into 
the Everglades on less-traveled trails that take you deep into 

alligator country. Cruise State Road A1A down the Northeast 
coast with the Atlantic Ocean right there beside you.roAd 

trip!

the greAt floridA

islAnd hopping Along the gulf + driving the 
everglAdes’ bAck roAds + coAsting the AtlAntic

 Cruising Manasota 

Key in a vintage 

1967 Plymouth GTX 

convertible. Opposite: 

Blind Pass Park.
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The beautiful part of driving across  
Florida’s peninsula on Alligator Alley (the east-west stretch of Interstate 75) is the 
absence of human beings, concrete structures and gas stations. (Oops — did we fill up 
the tank?) On my trek through Florida’s version of big sky country, I trade in the high-
rises of Fort Lauderdale for wide, open expanses of quiet swampland and a pale blue 
sky as I chase the sunset through the Big Cypress National Preserve.

The southwest coast has some pretty amazing sunsets, which I learn during 
my stay at the Hyatt Regency Coconut Point Resort & Spa in Bonita Springs. 
After the bellhop unloads the luggage in my room, he turns to me with an are-
you-ready kind of look and a smile that tells me something’s up. Slowly he opens 

the draperies, revealing the golden orb as it casts its last rays of light on Estero Bay 
and the puffy green barrier islands that separate me from the Gulf water. As I step 

onto the balcony, I gasp at the view, causing his smile to widen even further. Gazing 
down on the resort’s pool area, waterfalls and the fountain’s dancing water, I spy rows of 
royal palms standing at attention and a boardwalk that cuts through thick vegetation.

The next morning I follow this nature trail past mangroves to the dock and board a 
pontoon boat for a breezy 15-minute jaunt to the resort’s private island. Capt. George, 
wearing a crisp white shirt with anchor epaulets, points out the bottlenose dolphin 
frolicking nearby and names every bird that perches on the pilings, including anhin-
gas, brown pelicans and royal terns. We even spot an American bald eagle scooping 
up a fish. On the island’s unspoiled white beach, ladies lounge on chaises and nature 
seekers search for shells. To the east lie more islands that I’m eager to explore. 

Hitting the highway, I follow State Road 865 through Little Hickory Island to 
Lovers Key State Park. Intrigued by the name, I discover that, before the road was 
constructed, couples would paddle to the remote island for private rendezvous. I 
hop aboard a tram en route to South Beach; the ride crosses three of the park’s four 
islands: Black Island, Inner Key and Lovers Key, where a heart-shaped sand sculpture 
inscribed with “Lovers Key 2012” greets me. In the afternoon sun, the bleached white 
sand is almost blinding. The blue umbrellas and yellow kayaks at Hurricane Charley’s 
Hideaway look most inviting. Gene Straight, in a cheerful-looking Hawaiian-print 
shirt, pokes his head out of the makeshift trailer where he’s been selling ice cream for 
the last seven years. “There’s a sea breeze every afternoon on this 2½-mile beach,” he 
tells me as he hands me an icy piña colada fruit bar. “It’s just one of the reasons I work 
here,” he says before suggesting I go kayaking with the manatees in the estuary.

Back on the road, I hop over to Estero Island, drive through Fort Myers Beach and 
over the bridge to San Carlos Island. After two sharp rights, I’m on Shrimp Boat Lane, 
where the Fort Myers Beach shrimp-boat fleet docks. A ponytailed Capt. Joe Shetters saun-
ters over as I’m examining the netted wings of the trawlers with names like Green Flash and 
Penny V. Adjusting the visor of his baseball cap, he looks me in the eye and asks, “Did you 

southwest islands
START IN  fort lAuderdAle + FINISH IN  cAsey key + DISTANCE  285 miles

t r Av e l  
h i g h l i g h t s  

Postcards at Ruhama’s 

in Boca Grande; Gene 

Straight at Lovers Key; 

Sanibel’s Over Easy 

Cafe. Opposite: Blind 

Pass Park.
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ever taste farm-raised shrimp?” Before I can reply, he gruffly says, 
“They taste like corn. Because that’s what they’re fed. Our shrimp 
are wild, and you’ll taste the difference.”

No doubt shrimping is hard work, and Shetters’ last 20-day trip 
out into the Gulf yielded 138 boxes of Key West pinks. Inside the 
Beach Seafood Market, the cooler is overflowing with the crus-
taceans, and a posted sign reads: “From our boats Key West Pink 
Shrimp, extra jumbo, heads on, $9.95 lb.” Also on ice are pompano, 
hog snapper and grouper, all plucked from Florida’s waters.

Back behind the wheel, I’m chasing the sunset to the next bar-
rier island, Sanibel. As I cross the causeway, the last glimmer of 
light dips into the horizon, signaling the dinner hour. At El Cielo, 
the newest restaurant on the island, chef Marco Corricelli has 
created a menu inspired by black truffles. What more reason do I 
need to shed my beachy attire and get dressed up for the evening? 
Amber lighting and warm woods set the tone at the white- 
tablecloth restaurant, where piano music invites one to linger at 

the bar. I start with the prosciutto- and escarole-stuffed ravioli 
with sage butter, provolone cheese and black truffles. The chef 
insists that I taste his diver scallops with a lush lemon risotto, 
and there’s no way I’m going to pass up the zabaione for dessert.

Morning comes quickly, and at 7:30 a.m. I’m walking on the 
beach with other shell seekers. Pat Lewis, a visitor from Montreal, is 
carrying a navy-blue net bag that matches her blue striped shirt and 
shorts. One of the more experienced shell gatherers, she moves slowly 
with a keen eye, hoping to find the unexpected in the mass of bivalve 
shells that have washed up. Winds and currents from the south turn 
this 11-mile-long, three-mile-wide island into one of the top places 
in the world to observe and collect such treasures. 

The biggest draw on Sanibel after seashells is the aviary popu-
lation at J. N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge. Mari 
Henley of Tarpon Bay Explorers is leading the first tram trip of the 
day on Wildlife Drive, an eight-mile loop for motorists, bicyclists 
and hikers. A New York transplant (and, I’m convinced, a former 

3 over eAsy 
cAfe  The 

lip-smackin’ sticky 
orange roll at the over 
easy cafe on sanibel 
shouts Florida citrus. 
Order it at the counter 
with a robust cup of 
joe. The red-and-yellow 
murals of roosters 
and copper pots and 
pans bring the kitchen 
(and the farm) into the 
dining room for a comfy 
rise-and-shine vibe. 
overeasycafesanibel.com

2 tArpon bAy 
The ceviche bar 

is the star at the tarpon 
bay restaurant in bonita 
springs, where an 
Old Florida fish-house 
decor reminds you 
that you’re in seafood 
country. From eight 
ceviche options, our 
faves are the grouper 
with mango, papaya 
and a hint of cilantro, 
and the snapper with 
avocado and tomato. 
coconutpoint.hyatt.com

1 south beAch 
bAr & grille 

For toes-in-the-sand 
dining, we love the no-
frills south beach bar 
& grille, right smack on 
the beach on gasparilla 
island. The ultimate 
grouper sandwich, 
pan seared in garlic 
butter and served on 
a croissant with a to-
die-for sauce of capers, 
cornichons, chopped 
egg and mayo is oh, so 
delicious. 941.964.0765

three greAt bites
BE SuRE TO MARK THESE FOODIE PICKS ON YOuR CuLINARY ROAD MAP

explore Clockwise from left: Shrimp-boat fleet on San Carlos Island; Over Easy Cafe in Sanibel; Blind Pass beach. Opposite: Gasparilla Island.the 
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schoolteacher), Henley tells us, “Turn on your nature eyes.” Within 
the first five minutes, she is already pointing out a snowy egret, tri-
colored heron, red-breasted merganser, reddish egret and a group 
of white pelicans. Birders, carrying binoculars and cameras with 
huge telescopic lenses and tripods, stake out spots on the edge of the 
bayou. Judy and Art Frock from Midland, Michigan, are passion-
ate about birding. “Oh, honey, we’ve been at it for years,” Judy says. 
“Today we had a rare sighting of a yellow-crowned night heron that 
made our day, but we’re hoping to spot a painted bunting,” says Art, 
whose framed photos decorate the Frocks’ home.

The next leg of my trip takes me to Gasparilla Island. Again 
I arrive just in time to see the sun dip below the horizon as I travel 
across tiny bridges that lead to the fairy-tale village of Boca Grande. 
Glistening in dusk’s light is the gracious Gasparilla Inn & Club, 
with its Old Florida front porch, stately columns and white rocking 
chairs. Fresh off a refurbishment in 2011, the inn is perfection. Newly 
painted yellow walls with immaculate white mouldings and balus-
trade stairways complement sitting rooms, where garden-party-print 
wallpapers and upholstery in pastel shades soothe the eye. Shell-
framed mirrors hang above miniature fireplaces dating back to the 
early 1900s, when guests like Henry Ford and Thomas Edison stayed 
at the inn. Evening arrives, and, while dining on soft-shell crabs in 
town at the Temptation Restaurant, my server, Brenda, tells me that 
George and Laura Bush had recently stopped in for dinner.

In the morning I find a treasure trove of boutiques on Boca 
Grande’s shady Park Avenue. With shopping bags stuffed with Lilly 
Pulitzer-inspired beach bags from Frugate’s and T-shirt dresses 
from Aqua Boutique, I’m all smiles. 

To reach my final destination, Casey Key, I travel up Manasota 
Key. Right smack in the middle of this sliver of land, behind a tangle 
of palms and scrub, is Blind Pass Park. Blink and you’ll miss the 
entrance. Stretching my legs with a stroll on this shell-strewn shore-
line, I can see the sun edging westward. My drive through the key’s 
northern end on Canopy Road, where gnarled tree branches form a 
tunnel, cuts back to the mainland’s Highway 41, and I shoot north.

As I pull into the Nokomis Beach parking lot, I hear the boom-
boom-boom of drumbeats, and I sprint to the shore, where I find 
hundreds of people dancing and mingling in a circle. Men of all ages 
have assembled their bongos and tom-tom drums, but Jim Miller is 
the most enthusiastic. The visiting New Yorker’s bulging biceps move 
up and down like the Energizer Bunny after a couple of Red Bulls. 
Beating his bongo with padded drumsticks, face flushed, he shouts, 
“It’s all about expression! Jamming and looking at that Gulf.” The 
finale is seconds away as all heads turn toward the final sunset of my 
journey. fortmyers-sanibel.com, sarasotafl.org

n o r t h

s o u t h

cAsey key 
Rumor has it Stephen 

King has a home on 
casey key, where 

mansions on the north 
end contrast with Old 

Florida motels on 
the southern tip.

mAnAsotA key 
This quiet barrier island 

is home to englewood 
beach, blind pass park 

and manasota beach, 
as well as gorgeous 

coastal homes.

sAn cArlos 
islAnd 

This is home to the Fort 
Myers Beach shrimp 

fleet. Find fresh seafood 
at trico shrimp co. 

bonitA springs 
Spoil yourself at the 

hyatt regency coconut 
point with spa treat-

ments, rounds of golf 
and sunset cruises. It’s 

the official hotel for the 
Red Sox during baseball 

spring training. 

●

gAspArillA islAnd Opposite, clockwise from top left: Feel the 

Gulf breeze with the top down; South Beach Bar & Grille signage; Rich 

Harsh at the Inn Bakery in Boca Grande; Gasparilla Inn’s Beach Club.

sAnibel
Volunteers at J. n. 
“ding” darling na-
tional Wildlife refuge 
answer questions and 
identify species.

lovers key 
stAte pArk 
Besides shelling on 
the beach, lovers key 
has miles of trails and 
waterways for hiking, 
bicycling and kayaking. 

gAspArillA 
islAnd
Stay at the gasparilla inn 
& club, explore the Boca 
Grande Lighthouse and 
catch tarpon in the Gulf.
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I shine my f lashlight across some   
water cutting through sawgrass marsh at Anhinga Trail, and at least seven pairs of 
shining red orbs suddenly appear out of the dark within 20 feet of where I’m standing 
— some only 3 or 4 feet away. Each pair belongs to an American alligator, its eyes 
reflecting my flashlight beam in an ominous glow. I’m reminded of a friend’s 
concerned request after I explained to her my plan to spend a few days in the 
swamp: “Please text me when you’re back, so I know you made it out of there 
safe.” Realizing that gator eyes provide the only light besides that coming from 
the half-moon and a sky full of stars, I now understand what it means to be deep 
in the wilderness of Everglades National Park. 

About 12 hours earlier and 55 miles away (northeast), the concrete sidewalks and 
smooth sand of Miami Beach were under my feet as I stepped out of the Blue Moon 
Hotel, coffee in hand, and crossed Ocean Drive for a quick glimpse of the Atlantic 
Ocean’s sparkling water before leaving behind the comforts of civilization. A few ded-
icated joggers trotted along Lummus Park while a delivery truck made its morning 
rounds, but South Beach was otherwise still asleep under the warm rays of sunrise. 
Headed out of town, I navigated around a few more trucks and vans that had stopped 
to unload their wares. After an hour or so of zipping down u.S. Highway 1, the Miami 
skyline a memory in my rearview mirror, only open road lay between me and the  
wildness of the Everglades.

The sight of another car was a rarity by the time I had driven a few miles down Main 
Park Road — a roughly paved, two-lane byway and the only drivable route through 
the depths of the ’Glades. My first encounters with the wild came quickly. During a 

everglades 
romp
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START IN  miAmi beAch 
FINISH IN mArco islAnd  
DISTANCE  267 miles

r i v e r o f g r A s s Kayakers (and insects) frequent Nine Mile Pond in Everglades 

National Park. Opposite: Main Park Road stretches 38 miles southwest to the Florida Bay.

story PAuL C. LOVE photography JON WHITTLE



36  floridatravellife.com + may/june   floridatravellife.com + may/june  37

check-in at the Ernest F. Coe Visitor Center at the entrance of the park, a small crowd 
gathered as an 8-foot gator slowly swam the length of the pond out back and drifted 
underneath the dock populated by eager onlookers. “That’s the first time I ever saw an 
alligator!” a young girl from Ohio exclaimed while tugging at her father’s arm.

A few miles down the road, I stopped for the short stroll around Anhinga Trail, 
which is known for having an abundance of animals that frequent the area’s waters. 
A notice about a ranger-led starlight walk on the trail that night piqued my interest. I 
purchased a small flashlight from the gift shop (I probably should’ve packed one any-
way) and hopped onto the trail to see it in daylight first. After walking past great blue 
herons, the trail’s namesake anhingas and a few small gators on an embankment just 
feet from the trail, I heard the girl from Ohio again: “Look, there’s three of them!” She 
and her brother pressed themselves against the railing of a wooden boardwalk that 
stretched over the water, wildly pointing out a group of gators that had slipped in to 
escape the early-afternoon heat. “That makes 12 now today,” their mother informed 
them. As the reptiles swam out of view, a bystander with a French accent couldn’t 
resist calling out, “See you later, alligator.”

Bearing southwest from Anhinga, the scenery wasn’t at all the swampy set-
ting I’d expected. Sweeping sawgrass prairie surrounded the road, and then 
shifted to dwarf mangrove marsh as I neared the end at Flamingo — the southern 
tip of the peninsula, where walk-in camping leads you all the way to the edge of the 
Florida Bay. I pitched my tent in record time before hiking up the Guy Bradley Trail to 
Flamingo’s visitor center. A simple but tasty grouper sandwich at the Buttonwood Cafe 
filled me up as I gazed at the small islands rising out of the bay. With sunset looming, I 
made my way back to Anhinga for the nighttime adventure. The ranger points out, in 
addition to gator eyes glowing in our flashlight beams, a nest of snoozing great egrets 
and a rarely sighted night heron flapping from tree to tree. At one point, a small gator 
pokes its head onto the trail from underneath a railing, stopping all of us in our tracks. 
“We don’t want to walk in front of him, so we’ll wait and let him cross,” the park ranger 
advises. If he decides to stay put? “Then this will be a real short walk.” After gnawing on 
a wooden post for a few seconds, the gator turns around and crawls back into the water. 

Back at camp, at least 20 miles removed from any city lights, the night sky is the 
clearest I’ve seen in years. I can even identify planets (Venus, Jupiter and Mars) and a 
strand of the Milky Way before curling up in my tent.

off the beAten pAth Scenic trails (opposite page), rustic roads and wildlife encounters are part of Big Cypress National Preserve’s appeal.
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Trekking deep into the Everglades 
might seem daunting, but going at the 
right time is key. The dry season (De-
cember to April) sees cooler tempera-
tures and few, if any, biting insects, 
whereas during the wet season (May 
to November), high temperatures 
and thick mosquito swarms can be 
troublesome. 

1 flAmingo In Everglades 
National Park (Flamingo area and 

sites along Main Park Road), wildlife 
tends to stay near water in the dry 

season; alligators and birds are 
plentiful along the Anhinga Trail. 
Boat tours out of Flamingo are 
good year-round; fewer visitors 
during the wet season makes 

for smaller crowds.

2 shArk vAlley Wildlife 
is abundant, and the view 

from the 65-foot observation tower is 
worth the trip regardless of the season, 
though dry-season temperatures are 
better for cycling the park’s 14-mile 
loop. Afternoon hours have gators 
sunning and even feeding along the 
canal just feet from the paved trail.

3 big cypress 
nAtionAl preserve 

Wildlife spotting is best during the 
dry season in areas like the Turner 
River and Big Cypress swamp. Plant 
lovers, especially orchid enthusiasts, 
might consider braving the wet season 
for a chance to spot rare blossoms like 
the prized ghost orchid.
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I wake to the pre-dawn glow of a sun not quite above 
the horizon. As the sky brightens over the bay, I stretch a 
couple of kinks out of my shoulders and fuel up with a granola 
bar and a handful of trail mix. It seems I’m among the last in the 
area to rise, judging by the menagerie of birdcalls I hear and the 
flow of people to and from the facilities (where I mercifully dis-
cover hot water in the shower stall). 

After breaking camp, I hit the road again, driving northeast to 
link up with the Tamiami Trail. Among a handful of rustic store-
fronts boasting airboat rides, I spot Gator Park and stop there. A 
gift shop full of lacquered gator heads and stone-hewn spear tips 
screams tourist kitsch, but my perception changes after I board a 
25-passenger airboat. Capt. Ron, sporting a rangerlike uniform 
with worn-out flip-flops and a backward ball cap, welcomes us 
in a voice made gravelly from yelling over the roar of huge air-
boat engines. Within minutes of launching, Ron yells out “Lilly!” 
to a gator nestled in a patch of nearby lily pads. Lilly watches as 
we float by, and then Ron advises us to put in the earplugs we 

were given before boarding. Good thing we all heeded his wise 
advice. The captain revs the airplanelike engine close to full 
throttle, and we’re suddenly zooming along. Wind and spray 
from the freshwater marsh amp up the excitement factor. I hold 
out my hand as we skirt a patch of tall sawgrass and painfully 
learn how the plant got its name when a couple of small cuts 
appear on my finger from the jagged leaves. All part of being 
in the wild, I guess.

Continuing west, the landscape changes dramatically as I 
enter Big Cypress National Preserve. I veer off the Tamiami 
Trail for a scenic drive along Loop Road about midway across 
the state. Instead of wide-open prairie, the road is flanked on 
both sides by a continuous run of cypress trees. Long, bushy 
branches create a canopy over the road while knobby trunks, 
some as thick as redwoods, disappear into a swamp. “Now this 
is what I expected from the Everglades,” I think to myself. The 
dirt and loosely packed gravel that make up the road keep my 
speed down — it’s a great pace for peering into the cypress 
stands to catch a glimpse of the wildlife. As if in answer to my 
thoughts, a white-tailed deer leaps from the bush just a few feet 

in front of me. I hit the brakes, but the deer vanishes into the 
swamp before I’m at a full stop. A few miles down the 

road, I slowly roll along and navigate around the occa-
sional alligator crossing the road. It’s dark by the time 
I pull into my sanctuary for the night: the swamp cot-

tage at Big Cypress Gallery, the former home and studio 
of renowned nature photographer Clyde Butcher. The cot-

tage’s comfy bed calls to me. I need to rest up for tomorrow’s 
adventure, which will take me waist-deep into the muck.

In the morning I gawk at huge prints of Butcher’s black-
and-white photography in the gallery (Butcher still owns the 
property, but now lives in Venice, about 150 miles up the Gulf 
Coast). A close look at one stunning shot of a cypress swamp 
reveals a large gator camouflaged on a muddy outcropping. A 
series depicting an elusive ghost orchid looks ethereal, with the 
flower’s curly white petals hanging in the air. “Just beautiful,” says 
Scott Randolph, who leads the Saturday swamp walks. Randolph 
looks every bit the capable outdoorsman, but his easy demeanor 
and soft voice contrast with his rugged visage.

We step outside and Randolph preps the small group for 
the expedition by giving each of us a walking stick and bottle 
of water. I’m surprised at the diversity of people, ranging from a 
young couple out of Naples to retired nature enthusiasts, ready to 

An 8-foot gator slowly 
swam the length of 

the pond out back and 
drifted underneath 
the dock populated 
by eager onlookers. 

“that’s the first time i 
ever saw an alligator!” 

exclaimed a young  
girl from Ohio. 

b i g c y p r e s s k i c k s Tippy’s Big Cypress BBQ is a deli-

cious stop along the Tamiami Trail in Ochopee. Opposite: Airboat 

rides zoom deep into the River of Grass (top left); Scott and 

Conny Randolph lead daring swamp trekkers through the tannic 

water behind Clyde Butcher’s Big Cypress Gallery.
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loop roAd
This scenic by-
way is a peek into 
untouched, natural 
Florida. you’ll find 
cypress stands and 
abundant wildlife.

clyde butcher
The ideal launching 
point for a walk through 
the muck, Clyde Butch-
er’s swamp cottage is 
as cozy as it is isolated. 
Book it for a weekend.

big cypress
Mouth-watering pulled 

pork is reason enough 
to visit tippy’s big cy-

press bbQ. Cold beer 
and a fun crowd make 
this a lively stopover.

mArco islAnd
Recharge at the hilton 
marco island beach 
resort & spa after 
emerging from the 
Everglades. Indulge in 
a soft-tissue massage.

miAmi beAch
Take in the com-

forts of Miami 
Beach’s blue moon 
hotel before delv-

ing into Everglades 
National Park.

AnhingA trAil
Gators congregate 
and swim underfoot as 
visitors walk a half mile 
of Anhinga’s elevated 
boardwalk trail in the 
Everglades National Park.

mAin pArk 
roAd
The road to flamin-
go offers countless 
bird sightings and 
possibly a glimpse 
of a panther.

shArk vAlley
Stunning views of wetlands and 
wide-open sawgrass prairie from 
the observation tower are the 
halfway-point reward for walking, 
biking or riding a tram along shark 
valley’s 14-mile loop.

gAtor pArk
Well-informed tour guides and 
the chance to get up close with 
native and exotic wildlife make 
gator park stand out among 
myriad airboat operators along 
the tamiami trail.

●1●4

get wet. We bravely trudge into the water, which is ankle-deep 
at first, and I’m startled to be able to see roots and limestone 
outcroppings beneath the surface. Randolph informs us that 
even this is not really a swamp. “This is from rainfall, and it 
all flows slowly to the Gulf of Mexico.” It’s not stagnant and 
boggy, “and the muck at the bottom doesn’t get stirred up until 

we start slogging through it,” Randolph adds. Indeed, 
after a few steps, the water becomes so murky I have 
to feel out each step with my walking stick — but that 
still doesn’t stop me from stumbling over a tangle of 

roots and nearly going face-first into the turbid liquid. 
Randolph points out a variety of orchids and bromeliads 

as we tromp deeper through the muck, and uses the ever-taller 
cypress trees to illustrate how mere inches of water impact 
the ecosystem. My body adjusts to the fresh cold of each new 
depth we hit until I’m up to my waist and loving it so much 
that it’s actually disappointing to take off my soaked and mud-
caked jeans when I’m back at the cottage two hours later.

As I drive off en route to the Gulf coast and return to civili-
zation, I’m sore all over from three days of outdoor adventure. 
Crossing the southernmost bridge to Marco Island, the Hilton 
Marco Island Beach Resort & Spa looms as a beacon of R&R. 
The palm-tree-lined pool looks like a great place to relax with a 
cocktail, and a massage at the spa seems the perfect solution to 
rid myself of aches. After a savory dinner of osso buco from the 
resort’s Paradise Cafe (a welcome meal after subsisting on gra-
nola and crackers for three days), I open the balcony door of my 
Gulf-front room and drift off to sleep to the sound of the waves 
rolling up the crescent-shaped beach. nps.gov 

e A s tW e s t

s WA m p l i k e Though it looks like swamp, the water in the 

Everglades’ cypress stands is more like an extreme lazy river, 

flowing at about 0.02 mph toward the Gulf coast.
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I’m driving to Fernandina Beach  
on Amelia Island, about as far north as one can go before reaching the Georgia border. 
Southern hospitality, Victorian architecture, and shrimp and grits, here I come. Over 
the next three days, I plan to make my way south from this barrier island traveling on 
State Road A1A. I pass through yulee, the postage-stamp-size town that gives a nod 

to Fernandina’s founding father, David Yulee, circa 1854. Yulee created the Florida 
Railroad Company, the first Atlantic-to-Gulf track connection to Cedar Key. On 

the State Road 200/A1A corridor, I catch my first glimpse of the ever-present 
beauty here: Intracoastal marsh preserves. Then I spot the “Welcome to Amelia 
Island and Fernandina Beach” sign and a breathtaking vista of the wetlands. 

I arrive at Seventh and Ash streets, where I find the charming Blue Heron 
Inn. The heavy mahogany front door with inlaid stained glass is emblazoned with 

a namesake heron, designed by a local artist. Homemade oatmeal cookies await the 
lucky guests. Julie and David Jones, formerly of Atlanta, acquired the 1904 inn and 
opened it last October. Cheerfully, Julie leads me to the signature Heron Room with 
its oil-bronzed light fixtures and blue paisley-print Ralph Lauren pillows. I’m wowed 
by the Wedgwood blue-hued dining room and the host’s Wedgwood china collection. 

Morning birdsong greets me and I’m ready to drive. As I admire the coastal homes 
along A1A, also known as South Fletcher Avenue along this stretch, I pass 48 public 
beach entries. It’s at the bridge over Nassau Sound on the southern tip of Amelia Island 
that I glimpse the grassy knoll of Sawpit Island amid the deep-blue water.

Following the winding First Coast Highway to Little Talbot Island State Park, 
one of seven Talbot Islands state parks, including Big Talbot Island and Fort George 
Island, I plunk down the $4 fee at the ranger station. Crossing onto a lengthy, well-worn 
boardwalk, I take in the view: It’s a surreal landscape of endless windswept dunes and 
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o c e A n v i s tA s ,  c o o l f i n d s Left to right: Ponte Vedra’s North Beach Guana 

Tolomato Matanzas Reserve; vintage Fernandina Beach; sand dollar on Amelia Island

northeast coast
START IN fernAndinA beAch + FINISH IN ponte vedrA beAch + DISTANCE 95 miles

story SuSAN FRIEDMAN photography TOM TAVEE
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scrub. I’m a solo traveler in this extraordinary place, where salt-washed broken palms 
lie on the shore. A mist adds to the untamed surroundings as I collect seashells before 
wistfully walking away and hitting the road. 

Although the afternoon is flying by, when I see a sign for the Kingsley Plantation 
on Fort George Island, I stop. It’s here that Sea Island cotton was produced in the 
mid-1800s on the plantation of Zephaniah Kingsley. I drive onto a narrow unpaved 
road with arrows pointing the way, and the foliage is so lush and dense that natural 
light slivers barely glimmer through. It’s slow going. After what seems like an eternity 
(probably all of two miles), I realize I’m in the thick of marshland, with moss sus-
pended high from oaks above. I’m immersed in the surroundings, and the plantation 
is nowhere in sight. I laugh aloud, thinking that now I’m on a road trip within a road 
trip. My imagination kicks into high gear, conjuring images of the slaves who worked 
the land, living and dying here centuries ago. I become concerned about catching the 
St. Johns River Ferry and decide to do a u-turn. 

I arrive just in time, at a quarter past the hour, to pick up the ferryboat at the Fort 
George Island entry. This is a shortcut that connects State Road A1A via the St. Johns 
River. Driving onto the ferry, I’m greeted by B. J., who waves me forward. It’s a quick 
trip that amounts to 0.9 mile. I disembark in Mayport, a working waterfront founded 
on May 1, 1562, by Frenchman Jean Ribault. Shrimp trawlers are docked at Singleton’s 
Fish Shack; gulls fly overhead. At this must-stop, my server, Erica, insists that I order 
the local Mayport shrimp. “The beauty of the fried shrimp is that the batter’s hardly 
even there, like it doesn’t exist,” she says knowingly. I’m thoroughly enjoying an order 
of plump, “hardly battered” shrimp and rich, spicy Minorcan clam chowder when I 
overhear two guys at the bar debating the merits of consuming alligator tail. “It’s like 
eating a lizard!” says the fellow who refuses to order it. 

Jacksonville Beach — a barrier island resort community previously known as 
Ruby Beach and later Pablo Beach prior to 1925 — is my next stop. upon arrival I catch 
the last glimmer of daylight over the Atlantic Ocean and the town’s vast fishing pier. 
Joining the buzzing crowd at the Penthouse Lounge veranda at the classic 1925 hotel 
the Casa Marina, I order a cucumber lychee martini; it’s perfect for toasting the view 
of what was touted as the world’s finest beach by the Jacksonville Beaches Chamber 
of Commerce back in 1931.

My day begins with an early-morning walk on the hard-packed sand and a chance 
to see all the action on the 1,300-foot-long fishing pier. At the far end, a regular hooks 
a 40-pound stingray, causing some commotion before he manages to release it. Other 
fishermen boast about their catches: black drum, whiting, pompano, yellow mouth 
trout and Spanish mackerel. I drop 25 cents into the old-fashioned distance viewer 
just for fun, and I can see a handful of surfers up close in the rough waves. I return 
for one last look at the Casa Marina and its dramatic Spanish Mediterranean design, 
and I’m intrigued by the hotel’s collection of black-and-white images coupled with 
vintage-picture postcards that take you back to the hotel’s original heyday. Model T 
Fords were parked on the quartz sand, beauty pageants were held on the boardwalk, 
and an amusement park with a rambling roller coaster brought notables, including 
Charlie Chaplin and John D. Rockefeller, to town via the Jacksonville train terminal. 

the sWeet, 
sWeet buzz
There’s nothing quite like a chef who 
wears his passion well. Executive chef 
David Scalise (above) thinks noth-
ing of putting on the trappings of a 
beekeeper. That’s because he is one. 
At the Sawgrass Marriott Golf Resort 
& Spa in Ponte Vedra Beach, Scalise 
is on a mission that involves approxi-
mately 100,000 five-striped Italian 
honeybees. On the resort’s spacious 
grounds, where grass grows high 
and wild blackberry bushes flourish, 
Scalise set up shop with multiple hives. 
“When the orange trees blossom this 
spring, we’ll also transport bees to 
forage on orange blossoms near St. 
Augustine,” Scalise says.

The ambitious chef shares his 
predilection with his colleague 
Mark Butcher. “We’re so 
committed, we attended Bee 
College through the university 
of Florida,” Scalise says. One 
example of a lesson learned: 
the secret art of smoking bees 
to pacify them for easier handling. 
And yet, a pressing question remains: 
Who’s been stung more? “Chef prided 
himself on never being stung until one 
day we were riding in the golf cart and 
his luck ran out,” Butcher says with a 
boisterous chuckle. “We weren’t even 
close to the hives.” 

Scalise’s bees produce a luscious 
wildflower honey. Guests can enjoy 
honey while dining, have a lavish exfo-
liating spa treatment and take home a 
jar too. sawgrassmarriott.com

A CHEF’S ZEAL FOR BEEKEEPING  

untAmed beAches & AntiQues  Opposite, clockwise from bottom left: Eight Flags 

Antique Market in Fernandina Beach; a paddleboarder heads for five miles of breathtaking 

beachfront on Little Talbot Island; Singleton’s Seafood Shack in Mayport serves up local 

shrimp, fried pickles and Minorcan clam chowder; an angler on Jacksonville Beach Pier.
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My fascination with the area’s past draws me to the Beaches 
Museum and History Park and its superb exhibition on 
Northeast Florida’s beach communities. I especially love the 
carnival paraphernalia and signage from the mid-1900s about 
a strictly enforced ordinance for ladies on Pablo Beach — stock-
ings were required at all times with swimwear. Just as I’m about 
to head out the door, Sid Mickler, dressed in a brown fedora 
and plaid coat, steps into the lobby. Elizabeth “Betsy” Towers, 
a museum guide armed with plenty of facts and trivia, identi-
fies him, whispering to me that he’s in his 80s and has seen it 
all. The Mickler family settled in Palm Valley in the 1800s. Sid’s 
father, Sidney A. Mickler, is included in the exhibition with a 
reference to his 1935 Palm Valley fishing pier that was located 
four miles south of Ponte Vedra. Before departing, I take a look 
at a real 1911 steam locomotive in the Pablo Historical Park. At 
one time, Henry Flagler’s Florida East Coast Railway ran right 
through here. The railroad linked south Jacksonville with what is 
now Beach Boulevard, spanning approximately 16½ miles. Travel 
time was more than two hours.

Backtracking to Neptune/Atlantic Beach (less than 
three miles north), I find cool, colorful beach houses and 
adorable boutiques, including Red Daisy, where there’s 
everything from earrings and olive-oil soap to vintage 
Florida merchandise like kitschy flamingo salt and pep-
per shakers. With purchases stashed, I’m southward bound to 
the sprawling Sawgrass Marriott Golf Resort & Spa in Ponte 
Vedra Beach, my relaxed and convivial home for the night. At 
V. Kelly’s gastropub, I sample Duke’s Cold Nose brown ale from 
Jacksonville’s own Bold City Brewery. It hits the spot, along with 
some tasty fried green tomatoes. 

Come morning, I luxuriate at the spa, and then watch the her-
ons on the resort’s rocky waterfall. Next I’m off to Palm Valley 
Fish Camp on the Intracoastal Waterway. Cheerfully plastered 
with angler art, this Palm Valley locale brings the history lessons 
from the Beaches Museum to life. At the bar I sit down next to 
locals Mona and Rob, who are regulars here on weekends and 
always order the Gulf oysters. Mona says, “In about 15 minutes, 
the line will be out the door.” My fish spread couldn’t be better.

I bid farewell with a stop along Mickler Road at the hidden 
Mickler’s Landing, a dune-laden stretch of beachfront that locals 
hold dear on the A1A Byway (yes, that Mickler). I stroll the pink 
coquina shore and excitedly find sharks’ teeth, something the 
beach here is known for. A parting gift, it’s a fitting conclusion 
to a road trip well traveled and rich with discovery. ameliaisland 
.com; visitjacksonville.com; floridashistoriccoast.com
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fernAndinA 
beAch 

 The blue heron inn 
is cozily adorned with 

namesake art. It’s 
walking distance to 

LuLu’s for dinner and 
Centre Street’s seaport 

and antique shops. 

little tAlbot 
islAnd stAte pArk 
On this five-mile coastal 

stretch, find teeny 
shorebirds and 

open dunes.

fort george 
islAnd 

The st. Johns 
river ferry travels 

from here to Mayport. 
Just drive right on. 

ponte vedrA 
beAch 

sawgrass marriott 
is the ideal resort for 

golfers, spa lovers and 
foodies. Don’t miss V. 

Kelly’s gastropub or 
the Augustine Grille.

g o o d e At s Opposite: Order the low boil for two with shrimp, 

clams, crawfish and andouille at Palm Valley Fish Camp, on North 

Roscoe off State Road A1A. Grab a bar stool and mingle with locals.

mAyport
This historic fishing vil-
lage is home to shrimp 
trawlers and the down-
home singleton’s 
seafood shack.  

JAcksonville 
beAch 
The casa marina hotel 
sits directly on the 
beach. It’s a gem from 
a bygone era — no two 
guest rooms look alike. 
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AtlAntic beAch
Find rockin’ resort 

wear at capri beach & 
beauty and other bou-

tiques in this friendly 
beach town.
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