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  Northwest Florida


  


  Northwest Florida folks talk with a twang and invite you in with Dixie hospitality. Oaks and pines, not palms and orange trees, grace roadsides brightened by magnolia, camellia, and azalea blossoms. Restaurants serve fried catfish and hush puppies. This may be northern Florida, but it’s still the Deep South, sure as neighboring Alabama—and much surer than Florida’s southern reaches, where influences from the Yankee states hold sway.


  Sometimes known as the Redneck Riviera, Florida’s Panhandle holds the most prideful beaches in the entire state. Created over the centuries from quartz rock flushed westward from the Appalachian Mountains, these sandy beaches sparkle the whitest, feel the softest, and drift the most mountainous of any in Florida. Trouble is, winters are too cold to fully enjoy them year-round, as you can in southern regions. The tourist season here begins at spring break, then slacks off until summer, when families converge on resorts known for their value.


  Of the seven sections of Florida covered in this book, the Northwest boasts the most state parks, recreation areas, historic sites, and national wildlife refuges, affording the adventurous family endless latitude for fun and meaningful vacations.


  Tallahassee and Area


  On I-10.


  Home of Florida State University, Tallahassee boasts fine museums and well-dressed streets, all decked in enough trees to earn the city a listing among the Top Ten Scenic Byways in America. At its southern doorstep, Florida reverts to its natural tendencies and holds some secrets of times past.
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  Alfred B. Maclay State Gardens (ages 8 to 12)


  3540 Thomasville Rd., Tallahassee; (850) 487-4556. Gardens open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily, state park open 8 a.m. to sunset daily, house open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. from Jan through Apr, when entrance to the gardens, house, and park is $4 for adults, $2 for children under 12. Park entrance is $4 per car year-round.


  One of the Quail Trail’s most important sites bursts into bloom January through April with camellias and azaleas. It’s a lovely place for a stretch of the legs anytime. The state park, which contains the gardens, offers swimming, nature trails, canoe rentals, fishing, and boating. You can tour the gardens’ historic home and botanical exhibits in season.
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  Bradley’s Country Store (all ages)


  10655 Centerville Rd., Tallahassee; (850) 893-1647; www.bradleyscountrystore.com. Open 8:00 a.m. to 6 p.m. Mon through Fri and 8:00 a.m. to 5 p.m. Sat.


  Homemade sausage is the claim to fame at this circa-1920 vestige of yesteryear. It holds all the sweetness of childhood days, moon pies, and old-time sugarmaking.
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  Challenger Learning Center and IMAX Theatre (ages 5 to 12)


  Kleman Plaza, 200 South Duval St. and College Avenue; (850) 644-4629; www.challengertlh.com. IMAX: $8.00 for adults, $7.00 for seniors and students, $6.00 for children 5 to 12; planetarium: $5.00 for adults, $4.75 for seniors and students, $4.25 for children 5 to 12.


  TopPicks for Family Fun in Northwest Florida


  
    1. Beaching and ruins-ruminating at Fort Pickens National Park, Pensacola Beach

  


  
    2. Spotting animals in the wilds and watching nineteenth-century farmers at Tallahassee Museum of History and Natural Science, Tallahassee

  


  
    3. Going underground at Florida Caverns State Park, Marianna

  


  
    4. Swimming and boat touring at Wakulla Springs State Park, Wakulla Springs

  


  
    5. Taking cockpit controls at the National Museum of Naval Aviation, Pensacola

  


  
    6. Tubing at Ichetucknee Springs State Park, Fort White

  


  
    7. Sunday-driving the canopy roads of Tallahassee

  


  
    8. Seeing trees and bushes aflutter with monarch butterflies in migration, St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge, St. Marks

  


  
    9. Strolling through time at Pensacola Historic Village, Pensacola

  


  Amazing

  Tallahassee Facts [image: chpt_fig_026.jpg]


  
    • Tallahassee is closer to Alabama, Louisiana, Georgia, Kentucky, Tennessee, Mississippi, Texas, Arkansas, North Carolina, and South Carolina than it is to Key West, Florida.


    • America’s largest concentration of original plantations—seventy-one plantations comprising 300,000 acres—exists between Tallahassee and Thomasville, Georgia, 28 miles away.

  


  With its K through 12 outreach program, the simulated “Mission Control” requires groups of fourteen or more, but the 50-foot planetarium and IMAX theater bring space adventures to all.
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  Civic Center (ages 5 to 12)


  505 West Pensacola St., Tallahassee; (850) 487-1691 or (800) 322-3602; www.tlccc.org.


  Check out ice shows, concerts, sports events such as Florida State University basketball games, and Broadway musicals at this modern, multipurpose convention and entertainment center.
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  Downtown Historic District (ages 4 to 13)


  A brochure for a self-guided walking tour of downtown is available through the Tallahassee Area Convention and Visitors Bureau; (850) 606-2305 or (800) 628-2866, or view or order online at: www.seetallahassee.com.


  The 10-block area contains two districts listed on the National Register of Historic Places: Calhoun Street and Park Avenue. Highlights include the Old and New Capitol complexes.
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  Goodwood Plantation (ages 9 to 12)


  1600 Miccosukee Rd., Tallahassee; (850) 877-4202; www.goodwoodmuseum.org. Main house tour 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Fri and 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. Sat. Admission is $6 for ages 3 and older. The gardens are open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Fri and 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. Sat; free.


  The gardened grounds and restored nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century buildings are open for touring.
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  Mary Brogan Museum of Art and Science (ages 5 to 12)


  Kleman Plaza, 350 South Duval St., Tallahassee; (850) 513-0700; www.thebrogan.org. Open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Sat, 1 to 5 p.m. Sun. Admission is $6.00 for adults; $3.50 for seniors, college students, and children ages 3 through 17.


  This three-story family attraction has interactive exhibits on the second floor and an art gallery on the third. Changing exhibits feature art collections and themed hands-on experiences.
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  Mission San Luis Archaeological and Historic Site (ages 7 to 12)


  2100 West Mission Rd., Tallahassee (near the intersection of Tennessee Street and White Drive); (850) 487-3711; www.missionsanluis.org. Open 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tues through Sun. Living history program available daily. Admission is free (suggested donation $5 adult and $2 child).


  As in California, Catholic Spanish missions once spread across the northern part of Florida. San Luis survives as the only reconstructed Spanish mission in the state. Living history re-creates the days when the mission was built in the mid-seventeenth century to convert the Apalachees to Christianity. Archaeological digs are ongoing here, and you can watch and question archaeologists at work. The kids will enjoy seeing the Apalachees’ ball game plaza, where Indians played a competitive, ritualistic sport that combined elements of soccer and handball.
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  Museum of Florida History (ages 5 to 12)


  500 South Bronough St., Tallahassee; (850) 245-6400; www.museumoffloridahistory.com. Open 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Mon through Fri, 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Sat, and noon to 4:30 p.m. Sun. Free.


  The kids will marvel at the 12,000-year-old skeleton of the 9-foot-tall mastodon affectionately known as Herman and a display of Spanish doubloons. The comprehensive museum chronicles the state’s bygones from the days of prehistoric settlement and European invasion to more modern eras of pioneer settlement and the “Tin Can Tourist” (trailer traveler) invasion.


  [image: chpt_fig_003.png]


  Natural Bridge Battlefield Reenactment (ages 7 to 12)


  Natural Bridge Battlefield State Historic Site, 15 miles southeast of Tallahassee off Rte. 363; 1022 DeSoto Park Dr., Tallahassee; (850) 922-6007; www.floridastateparks.org/naturalbridge/. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $3 per vehicle.


  
    Florida Trivia


    Panhandle beaches are so white and crunchy underfoot because, unlike other Florida beaches, made from pulverized shell matter, Panhandle beaches are quartz based. The quartz sand has been buffed smooth, whereas most other sand has rough edges. That’s what makes it sound as if you’re walking on fresh, cold snow.

  


  
    Canopy Roads


    For detailed directions to trails and their attractions, download a copy of the Driving Guide to Scenic Leon County from www.co.leon.fl.us/PUBWORKS/oper/canopy/crcl/index.htm. (Just print the Web page; it’s the old, discontinued printed brochure.) Among arboresque Tallahassee’s best features are the five oak-tunnel routes once followed by Native Americans and Spanish conquistadors. They are Old St. Augustine, Miccosukee, Meridian, Centerville, and Old Bainbridge Roads. Many of the area’s most worthwhile sites lie along these routes. Four peaceful trails to the past have been devised to incorporate the sites along these routes.


    The Cotton Trail A 50-mile eastward loop visits the Gone with the Wind era of plantations. It begins on lovely Miccosukee Road (Route 0347), where red earth and live oaks draped dreamily with ghostlike Spanish moss create an antebellum mood. The trail turns north onto Crump Road, then left onto Roberts Road and follows Centerville Road (Route 151) to Moccasin Gap Road.


    The Quail Trail This northern loop of about 50 miles leaves town via Thomas-ville Road (Hwy. 319) and takes in Meridian Road.


    The Native Trail Beginning downtown, it leads to archaeological sites of ancient civilizations along both Old Bainbridge and Old St. Augustine Roads.


    Old St. Augustine Road A designated canopy road, it dates back to the 1600s, when it linked the colonial settlements of Tallahassee and the earlier Florida capital of St. Augustine.

  


  Natural Bridge is where the St. Marks River drops into a sinkhole and flows underground for one-quarter of a mile before reemerging. In the final weeks of the Civil War, Confederate troops kept Union soldiers at bay and prevented the capture of Tallahassee in 1865. Thus Tallahassee remained the only uncaptured Confederate capital east of the Mississippi. The battle comes to life each March with a staged reenactment. The park is open for picnicking year-round.
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  New Capitol (ages 4 to 12)


  South Monroe and Apalachee Parkway; 400 South Monroe St., Tallahassee; (850) 488-6167. Open 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Fri except holidays. Forty-five-minute guided tours must be booked in advance; call ahead for times. Admission is free.


  The centerpiece of the Tallahassee historic section is the Capitol Complex, which juxtaposes the classic domed structure of 1845 against the sleek new high-rise built in the late 1970s. Begin at the New Capitol, where you can tour the town in a few steps by circling the gallery on the twenty-second floor, or sit in on legislative sessions. Stop at the Visitor Information Center to learn more about what the city has to offer.
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  Old Capitol (ages 8 to 12)


  South Monroe Street and Apalachee Parkway; 400 South Monroe St., Tallahassee; (850) 487-1902. Open 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Mon through Fri, 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Sat, and noon to 4:30 p.m. Sun. Closed Thanksgiving and Christmas. Admission is free.


  You can tour the restored legislative chambers and view exhibits on the state’s political history.


  Springtime Tallahassee Parade and Jubilee (ages 4 to 12)


  209 East Park Ave., Tallahassee; (850) 224-5012; www.springtimetallahassee.com.


  The town’s big event each year begins in late March or early April, an extravaganza of parades, a kids’ park, and fairs that runs for three weeks during prime azalea-blooming time.
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  Tallahassee Automobile Museum (all ages)


  3550 Mahan Dr., Tallahassee; (850) 942-0137; www.tacm.com. Open 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Fri, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Sat, and noon to 5 p.m. Sun. Admission is $16.00 for adults ($13.50 each for two or more), $10.75 for students, $7.50 children 5 to 8, kids 4 and under free.


  Vehicles from Abraham Lincoln’s 1860s hearse to Hollywood’s Batmobiles, a Bat Boat, and the Penguin’s Duck join rooms crammed with collectibles of every description that will fascinate young and old.
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  Tallahassee Museum of History and Natural Science (ages 4 to 12)


  Near the airport off Rte. 371 at 3945 Museum Dr., Tallahassee; (850) 576-1636; www.tallahasseemuseum.org. Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Sat and 12:30 to 5 p.m. Sun. Admission is $9.00 for adults, $8.50 for seniors and students, $6.00 for children ages 4 to 15, and free to those 3 and under.


  
    Florida Trivia


    How Tallahassee Became Capital Before Florida became a U.S. territory, it was split in two parts. St. Augustine served as East Florida’s governmental seat, while Pensacola ruled West Florida. When the two became one, a new centrally located capital was needed. Legend says envoys were sent by horseback from St. Augustine and by boat and foot from Pensacola to see where they’d meet. And so backwoods Tallyhassee, as it was known, became capital of Florida.

  


  
    A Panhandle Undiscovered Treasure


    Possibly the tiniest state park is also a fine beach. Deer Lake State Park, off CR 30A in Santa Rosa Beach, has one small parking lot, no ranger at all (that we saw, there’s a $3 “honor” admission fee per car, so someone must come by to empty the cashbox), and a loooong, loooong boardwalk over the dunes, skirting Deer Lake itself, and out to the beach. That’s the park. We hoofed it out to the beach which was gorgeous and totally empty. In fact we passed a man walking back who said he came there often because he almost never saw anyone else on the beach.

  


  If you do nothing else in the capital city, you must make it to this attraction. Part zoo, part hands-on museum and living history arena, it gives you fifty-two acres and a half-day’s worth of activities, including a re-created nineteenth-century farm, boardwalks through panther and red wolf habitat, historical buildings, and a Discovery Center. The animal exhibits are conscientious in the way they allow Florida’s native critters to roam freely within low-impact barriers. Kids love the indoor Discovery Center—especially the feel-and-identify box and crawl-through tree—and the old schoolhouse once attended by the children of former slaves. Go when guides dress and act the part of nineteenth-century settlers, usually every day but Monday, but for sure on weekends.
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  Tallahassee–St. Marks Historic Railroad State Trail (ages 7 to 12)


  Along Rte. 363; for access points and information call 850-487-7989 or visit www.dep.state.fl.us/gwt/guide/regions/panhandleeast/trails/tallahassee_stmarks.htm.


  Follow the 20 miles of paved and unpaved trail from Tallahassee to St. Marks by foot, horseback, bike, or in-line skates.


  Where to Eat


  Eating and lodging are inexpensive in and around Tallahassee.


  Andrew’s Capital Grill and Bar. 228 South Adams St., Tallahassee; (850) 222-3444; www.andrewsdowntown.com/capital-grill.html. Popular with state politicians and university sports fans. Sandwiches and casual entrees for lunch Mon through Sat, dinner daily, Sun brunch. $$


  Barnacle Bill’s. 1830 North Monroe St., Tallahassee; (850) 385-8734; www.barnaclebills.com. Florida seafood raw, grilled, steamed, smoked, or fried; casual atmosphere. Big-screen and cable TVs. Lunch and dinner daily. $$


  Where to Stay


  Most of the lodging choices in town are of the chain variety.


  DoubleTree Hotel Tallahassee. 101 South Adams St., Tallahassee; (850) 224-5000 or (800) 222-TREE; www.doubletree.com. An old downtown hotel luxuriously renovated with 242 well-appointed units, restaurant, pool, and free chocolate chip cookies upon check-in. $


  For More Information


  Tallahassee Area Convention and Visitors Bureau. 106 East Jefferson St., Tallahassee 32301; (850) 606-2305 or (800) 628-2866; www.seetallahassee.com.


  Nature Attractions along I-10


  The Panhandle’s main northern route, I-10, strings together natural wonder gems with tons of recreational adventures for families.
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  Adventures Unlimited (ages 8 to 12)


  Off Hwy. 87, 12 miles north of Milton; 8974 Tomahawk Landings, Milton; (850) 623-6197 or (800) 239-6864; www.adventuresunlimited.com. Open daily; hours vary according to the season. Prices vary according to length of trip.


  The town of Milton is the self-proclaimed Canoe Capital of Florida. Adventures Unlimited, an eighty-eight-acre privately owned park, launches canoeing, kayaking, rafting, paddle-boating, and tubing expeditions into the spring-fed wilderness streams of Coldwater, Blackwater, Sweetwater, and Juniper Creeks. It also provides cabins and campsites.
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  Blackwater River State Park (ages 8 to 12)


  15 miles northeast of Milton off Hwy. 90; 7720 Deaton Bridge Rd., Holt; (850) 983-5363; www.floridastateparks.org/blackwaterriver. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $4 per vehicle of eight persons or fewer, $1 per extra passenger, cyclist, or pedestrian.


  Named for one of the Panhandle’s great natural rivers, it gives outdoor types the opportunity to revel in canoeing, hiking, camping, and biking opportunities.


  
    Florida Trivia


    Clock Watch Panhandle Florida has two time zones. The Apalachicola River runs from Georgia to the Gulf of Mexico and divides Eastern from Central time except for the Gulf County capital of Port St. Joe which, while on the west bank of the river, is on Eastern time. Panhandle residents refer to Eastern time as “fast” time and Central as “slow” time, and Gulf County is the only Florida county with both fast and slow time. Just remember, as you drive east or west in the Florida panhandle, that when you cross the Apalachicola River you change your watch too.
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  Falling Waters State Park (ages 7 to 12)


  1130 State Park Rd., Chipley; (850) 638-6130; www.floridastateparks.org/fallingwaters/default.cfm. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $5 per vehicle of eight persons or fewer, $1 per extra passenger, cyclist, or pedestrian.


  A dramatic, 73-foot waterfall tumbles over the edge of a 100-foot stovepipe sinkhole. The water goes underground and no one knows where it comes out; this part of Florida is one vast karst formation of subterranean water-filled caverns. Explore this and other sinks along 945 feet of boardwalks. Have a swim and a picnic while you’re there.
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  Florida Caverns State Park (ages 5 to 12)


  Off Hwy. 167; 3345 Caverns Rd., Marianna; (850) 482-9598 (recorded message) or (850) 482-1228; www.floridastateparks.org/floridacaverns/default.cfm. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily (you must buy tour tickets before 1 p.m.). Tour hours are 9:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Park entrance is $5 per car of eight persons or fewer, $1 per extra passenger, cyclist, or pedestrian. Guided one-hour cave tours cost $8 for visitors age 13 or older and $5 for children 3 to 12.


  Take your explorations 50 feet underground at an unusual network of classic limestone formations. Spelunking tours are ranger guided. Aboveground you can hike, camp, fish, swim, golf, and canoe.
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  Ponce de Leon Springs State Park (ages 5 to 12)


  Off Hwy. 98, 12 miles north of de Funiak Springs; 2860 Ponce de Leon Springs Rd., Ponce de Leon; (850) 836-4281; www.floridastateparks.org/PoncedeLeonSprings. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $4 per vehicle, $1 per cyclist or pedestrian.


  All right, Ponce did not actually visit this spring but it’s named after him. Hot, with irritable kids? Take a quick detour for a cool plunge into the clear springs pool with its 68-degree water. Have a picnic and a nature hike while you’re at it.


  
    Road Markers


    This Panhandle Express begins in Tallahassee, capital of Florida and its Southern culture. From there it follows scenic and brisk I-10 westward to the Alabama border, where it drops south to Pensacola, western gateway to the shimmering emerald coastline.


    Here begins the most scenic portion of the trip—along Hwy. 98 and its offshoots—to Florida’s top-shelf beaches. The route rounds the so-called Big Bend, where Hwy.s 98 and 19 merge, and ends at the pristine shores of historic Cedar Key. Hwy. 98 becomes congested in places, especially in the summer and especially where it narrows to two lanes.
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  Torreya State Park (ages 6 to 12)


  Route C1641 off Rte. 12; 2576 Northwest Torreya Park Rd., Bristol; (850) 643-2674; www.floridastateparks.org/torreya/. Open 8 a.m. to sundown daily. Park entrance is $3 per vehicle; admission to the Gregory House is $2 for adults, $1 for children 12 and under. Visit www.Reserveamerica.com or call 1-800-326-3521 for camping reservations in the family campground or the park’s yurt.


  Named for a rare species of evergreen that grows in abundance here, the 12,000-acre park is also unusual for its towering bluff formations along the Apalachicola River. Yew and winged elm trees and other vegetation reminiscent of the Appalachian Mountains add to the park’s mystique. Avid hikers take to the 15 miles of Florida’s most strenuous (read: hilly) trail. History lovers tour the antebellum Gregory House.


  Pensacola Area


  I-10 forms the northern border of Pensacola, where Florida history takes a turn toward salt and swashbuckling as wilderness meets the sea. This is the very brink of Florida, and Pensacola’s close proximity to Alabama has a decided effect upon the temperament and tradition of the city. Things move at the pace of a southern drawl, music goes country, and hospitality is steeped in the graciousness of eras past.


  This route takes you into Pensacola’s historic downtown district, so prettily restored and valuable for its history lessons and antiques shopping. Three oak-lined districts hold the town’s treasures: Seville, Palafox, and North Hill.


  Pensacola and much of the Panhandle coastline have been pervaded with military history since the days when the Spaniards first arrived and built forts to protect the deep harbor. More recently, Pensacola is home to the Pensacola Naval Air Station and its Blue Angel daredevil flyers.


  In the westernmost part of town, off the beaten path, lies an island whose name means “lost,” which is what you’ll be if you don’t get good directions. Perdido Key is a quiet, little-known island that is partly the property of Alabama and a part of the Gulf Islands National Seashore system. The beaches here present lightly developed dunes-capes, where a peculiar sort of maritime ecology persists despite the effects of salt- battering waves and hurricane winds.
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    To the east, looping back along the coast, a bridge crosses from downtown Pensacola to the community of Gulf Breeze, then another takes you to Pensacola Beach. Historic attractions aside, the best part of Pensacola lies there, on Santa Rosa Island, with its 22 miles of brilliant, fluffy, dunes-drifted sand. Most of these beaches are also protected by the U.S. government under the auspices of the Gulf Islands National Seashore.
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  Big Lagoon State Park (ages 5 to 12)


  12301 Gulf Beach Hwy, Pensacola (at the intersection of Bauer Road); (850) 492-1595; www.floridastateparks.org/biglagoon/. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $5 per vehicle of eight persons or fewer, $1 per extra passenger, cyclist, or pedestrian.


  Camp, hike, fish, and commune with nature. Gray foxes, cardinals, and nuthatches inhabit this 698-acre world of coastal ecology. Nature study programs familiarize you with life on the bay beach and along the trails.


  Fiesta of Five Flags (various events)


  An annual celebration in Pensacola each June, this includes activities for all ages and ranks as one of the oldest and largest festivals in the state. It commemorates Pensacola’s rich history and culture under five governmental powers—Spain, France, England, the United States, and the Confederacy. It is celebrated throughout the community, including Pensacola Beach, with costumed revelry, parades, music, antiques shows, and sports activities. For a detailed calendar of events, visit its Web site, www.fiestaoffiveflags.org, or call (850) 433-6512.


  [image: chpt_fig_003.png]


  Fort Barrancas (ages 5 to 10)


  1801 Gulf Breeze Parkway, Gulf Breeze; (850) 934-2600; www.nps.gov/guis/historyculture/fort-barrancas-visitor-center.htm. Self-guided tours available; daily guided tours at 2 p.m. Admission is free.


  
    Some Pensacola Historic Village Sites


    The Museum of Industry. 200 East Zaragoza St. It exhibits old sawmill machinery from the area’s lumber boom.


    The Museum of Commerce. 201 East Zaragoza St. Static displays depict an 1890s streetscape, complete with trolley car, barbershop, print shop, hardware store, leather shop, toy store, and early-1900s newsroom and pressroom.


    Julee Cottage. 210 East Zaragoza St. This circa-1804 home of a free African-American woman houses a museum on local black history.


    1810 Lavalle House. Behind Julee Cottage. Here you find a prime example of old Pensacola’s French-Creole architecture.


    Manuel Barrios Cottage. East Zaragoza Street, in front of the Museum of Industry. Exhibits depict the 1920s lifestyle.


    Dorr House. This beautifully ornate home is filled with Victorian antiques.


    The Barkley House. Florida Blanca Street. Another fine example of French-Creole architecture.

  


  
    Seashore Pristine


    Gulf Islands National Seashore, 1801 Gulf Breeze Parkway, Gulf Breeze (850-934-2600; www.nps.gov/guis), holds in its protective embrace a total of 52 miles of Florida Panhandle barrier islands. Most of it lies in and around Pensacola, on Perdido Key and Santa Rosa Island (Pensacola Beach). Bird-watchers have counted more than 280 different species of birds in these areas. Another small section of the Seashore is found on Okaloosa Island, home of Fort Walton Beach.

  


  Built between 1839 and 1844 to protect Pensacola Harbor and once a Confederacy stronghold. Bring a picnic lunch and spend some time exploring the fort ruins at its elevated site (barranca means “bluff” in Spanish). The fort is part of the Gulf Islands National Seashore.
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  Gulf Islands National Seashore, Fort Pickens (ages 4 to 12)


  West end of Fort Pickens Road; 1400 Fort Pickens Rd., Pensacola Beach; (850) 934-2635; www.nps.gov/guis/planyourvisit/fort-pickens.htm. Park and fort are open 7 a.m. to 10 p.m. daily. Guided tours of the fort at 2 p.m. daily. Park entrance is $8 per car for a seven-day permit into the park, good also for Perdido Key National Seashore and Santa Rosa Day Use Area.


  Part of the above-mentioned Seashore system, these extensive fort ruins, ca. 1830, add to the attraction of the pristine beachfront. The park is a definite must-see because of the variety of activities offered within its vast acreage. The drive through the park is sheer entrancement with its otherworldly terrain of undulating sand dunes and salt-dwarfed maritime vegetation. Adjuncts to the fort pop up around this corner and that and at beach recreational areas, where you can camp, hike, fish, or bike. The main fort complex occupies the island’s west end with a natural history museum, terrific book and gift shop, fishing pier, and administration buildings. You can see the fort, which operated during the Civil War (it was held by Yankee troops while Fort Barrancas, across the bay, was occupied by Confederates) and once imprisoned Apache chief Geronimo, by a self-guided or guided tour (offered at 2 p.m. seven days a week, except Christmas Day).
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  Bike Path


  Seven miles of bike path travel along Fort Pickens Road and Via de Luna, plus Fort Pickens National Seashore holds miles of unpaved bike trails through ruins and natural flora.
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  Main Beach (ages 8 to 12)


  On Via de Luna near the Bob Sikes Bridge.


  Look for the beachball water tower. Sometimes still referred to by locals as Casino Beach, this was renovated with new, expanded facilities and restaurants at the center of town. It appeals to water-sports enthusiasts, fun lovers, and older children.
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  Quietwater Beach (all ages)


  Quietwater Beach Road.


  At the island’s doorstep, this protected bay beach in the crook of the causeway greets you with shopping, restaurants, and calm, tot-friendly waters. In this area and around the main beach to the west, you will find all manner of water-sports facilities. Fishing is popular at the Bob Sikes Fishing Pier, which parallels the causeway.
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  Key Sailing (ages 9 to 12)


  500 Quietwater Beach Rd., Suite 14, Pensacola Beach; (850) 932-5520; www.keysailing.com/keysail/. Open usually 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily.


  Rents pontoons, catamarans, and parasail equipment.
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  The National Naval Aviation Museum (ages 6 to 12)


  Pensacola Naval Air Station, off Rte. 292A on Blue Angel Parkway; 1750 Radford Blvd., NAS Pensacola; (850) 452-3604 or (800) 327-5002. Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. daily. Admission to museum is free. Admission to simulator is $5.00 per person; IMAX costs $8.00 for adults, $7.50 for seniors and ages 5 through 12.


  This immense facility preserves the history of military aircraft. It contains more than 150 specialized aircraft in all, including the A-4 Skyhawks once used by the world-famous Blue Angels. Kids can manipulate controls in a test cockpit trainer and antiaircraft gun battery. A motion-based, fifteen-seat flight simulator ride re-creates a Desert Storm aircraft engagement and barnstorming flight. In the IMAX theater, you feel as though you’re flying an F-18 fighter jet. Guided tours of the museum run four times daily led by retired military volunteers. The Blue Angels Air Show highlights a November visit.
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  Naval Live Oaks (ages 5 to 12)


  East of the Three-Mile Bridge at 1801 Gulf Breeze Parkway, Gulf Breeze; (850) 934-2600; www.nps.gov/guis/planyourvisit/naval-live-oaks.htm. Open 8 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. year-round. Free.


  Live oaks were excellent ship-building material and the trunk-branch joints were cut to make the “knees” joining keel to sides in sailing vessels. Gulf Islands National Seashore has its local headquarters here, along with an informative visitor center and 5 miles of nature trails. Bobcats and red foxes survive among nearly 1,400 acres of live oaks, Southern magnolia, and sand pines.
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  Pensacola Historic Village (ages 6 to 13)


  330 South Jefferson St., Pensacola; (850) 595-5985; www.historicpensacola.org. The parking lot for the village is located at the intersection of South Tarragona Street and Zaragoza Street. All attractions open 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tues through Sat. Admission is $6 for adults, $5 for seniors, and $3 for children ages 4 to 16.


  This 4-block complex contains several museums and historic sites, all of which you can enter for one admission fee. Daily guided tours are held at 11 a.m., 1 p.m., and 2:30 p.m.


  
    Florida Trivia


    In the First Place En route to Fort Pickens, you may notice a white cross perched atop one of the dunes. It marks the location of the first religious service held in Pensacola, in August 1559—a reminder that colonists attempted to build a settlement here four years before St. Augustine, “The Oldest City,” was settled. Pensacola claims its place in history as “America’s First Place City.”


    Gulf Breeze X-Files Gulf Breeze, which occupies the peninsula between Pensacola and Pensacola Beach, has the dubious distinction of being the world’s UFO sighting capital. Most explain this away by the presence of air force bases and their wacky experiments. In any case, you may want to keep an eye to the sky while you are thereabouts.

  


  Pensacola Naval Air Station Lighthouse


  Off Rte. 292A on Blue Angel Parkway; 3822 Taylor Rd., Pensacola (stop at the visitor’s gate to get directions to the lighthouse); (850) 455-5167. Open 9:30 a.m. to 4:45 p.m. daily from Mar through Oct; and 8:30 a.m. to 3:45 p.m. daily from Nov through Feb. Tours on Sat noon to 4; admission $5, $3 senior/military, under age 7 is $3.


  Visitors must have shoes and be seven or older to climb the 172 steps of the lighthouse.
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  Perdido Key Gulf Islands National Seashore Day Use Area (ages 4 to 12)


  Route 292/Johnson Beach Road; (850) 934-2600; www.nps.gov/guis/planyourvisit/perdido-key.htm. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $8 per car, $3 per bike or hiker for a seven-day pass, good also at Fort Pickens National Park and Santa Rosa Day Use Area.


  Beachgoers can park and take advantage of sugar-fine sands, clear aquamarine waters, well-maintained picnic shelters, and other facilities. You can continue to walk along the beach where the road ends—undisturbed by modern conveyances—for 6 miles. During the summer, you’ll find food concessions and lifeguards.
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  Perdido Key State Park (all ages)
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    15301 Perdido Key Dr.; (850) 492-1595; www.floridastateparks.org/perdidokey/. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $3 per car.

  


  Less out of the way than the national seashore, this 247-acre beach park lies in the midst of the island’s condominium community. There are picnic facilities but no lifeguards. Shops and water-sports concessions are nearby.


  


  
    Smart Travel


    • The Panhandle’s extra-white sand extra-magnifies the sun’s intensity. Oneup your family’s normal SPF and don’t forget sunglasses for everyone. This stuff is like looking at the sun’s glare reflected off snow drifts. It can fry your eyeballs.


    • Walking in the Panhandle’s brand of superfine sand puts a strain on the legs—1 mile of beach walking bears little resemblance to 1 mile on hard surfaces. Go easy and take plenty of water.


    • Most beaches post flags to alert bathers about sea conditions. Purple means dangerous marine life, green means low hazard/calm condition, yellow means medium hazard/moderate surf or currents, red means high hazard/high surf or currents, and double red, with a no-swimming symbol, means the water is closed to the public. If a red or a double red flag is flying on the beach, do something else that day. The danger, even for strong swimmers, is real.


    • Thorny, scrubby sandspurs arm coastal regions throughout Florida. Stay on pathways when walking to and from the beach, and make sure everyone wears shoes. To remove the prickly burrs from bare feet or shoe soles, lick your fingers before lightly grasping the pests. Check shoes before going inside. They like to grab on to carpeting and attack when least expected.


    • Panama City Beach, Fort Walton Beach, and, to a lesser extent, Pensacola Beach are spring break magnets. College students pour in by the thousands. Resorts become all-night party spots, and streets fill with beer hounds. Not a pretty picture for the family. Avoid these towns at all costs during March and early April.

  


  [image: chpt_fig_007.png]


  Sam’s Fun City (all ages)


  Just south of I-10 on Rte. 29; 6709 Pensacola Blvd., Pensacola; (850) 505-0800; www.samsfuncity.com. Call or visit the Web site for hours and prices; there are many different rides and combinations.


  Cartoon characters Dudley Do-Right, Underdog, and Rocky and Bullwinkle provide the theme for this park. Amusements include an eighteen-hole mountain minigolf course, a Ferris wheel, go-kart and antique-car tracks, amusement park rides, laser tag, a video arcade with simulators, and Surf City Water Park is open during the summer.
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  Santa Rosa National Seashore Day Use Area (ages 6 to 12)


  Via de Luna; (850) 934-2600; www.nps.gov/archive/guis/extended/fla/Facilities/Picnic.htm. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $8 per car, $3 per bike or hiker for a seven-day pass to all Florida Gulf Islands National Seashore accesses.


  Past the business and resort district of Pensacola Beach, and then past its residential neighborhoods, you come to a desolate stretch of beach, a day-use segment of Gulf Islands National Seashore. Here, you can lose yourself among the dunes, have a beach-blanket picnic, and snooze on some of the world’s softest sands. Facilities were totally destroyed in 1995 by Hurricane Opal but have been rebuilt.
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  T. T. Wentworth Jr. Florida State Museum (ages 3 to 9)


  330 South Jefferson St., Pensacola; (850) 595-5990. Open 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Sat. Admission is included in Pensacola Historic Village fees, above.


  Here’s where your Pensacola Historic Village tour begins. Outside, you’ll see a colonial archaeological dig in progress. Inside, you can purchase tickets and pick up a tour map and other local information. A beautiful example of local Mediterranean-Revival style architecture, the museum once served as city hall. Its first floor is devoted to the slightly oddball collection of Mr. Wentworth. Among the artifacts are a petrified cat and the world’s largest pair of shoes. Exhibits on the second floor rotate, except for a permanent Coca-Cola nostalgia collection. The Discovery Gallery on the third floor lets kids experience real-life situations on their scale. They can “pretend work” at a radio station, grocery store, post office, and city hall.
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  The Zoo (all ages)


  5701 Gulf Breeze Parkway, Gulf Breeze; 10 miles east of Gulf Breeze on Hwy. 98; (850) 932-2229; www.thezoonorthwestflorida.org/; www.the-zoo.com. Open 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. (last admission 4 p.m.) daily. Admission is $11.50 plus tax for adults, $10.50 for seniors, and $8.25 for children ages 3 to 11. Under 3 free.


  In wide open spaces, 900 animals—everything from pygmy hippos to black rhinos—forage and go about life. You can see them all aboard the Safari Line minitrain ($3 plus tax) or take part in feeding giraffes. Other attractions include a petting farm of domestic animals, a nursery and incubator room, wildlife demonstrations on weekends, food concessions, and a great wildlife gift shop.


  Where to Eat


  Flounder’s Chowder House. 800 Quietwater Beach Rd., Pensacola Beach; (850) 932-2003; www.flounderschowderhouse.com. You can’t miss the landlocked thirty-ton shrimp boat. Open daily for lunch and dinner. $$


  Peg Leg Pete’s Oyster Bar. 1010 Fort Pickens Rd., Pensacola Beach; (850) 932-4139. Little buccaneers receive their meals in a beach sand bucket. Oysters and affordable Cajun dishes. Daily lunch and dinner. $–$$


  Where to Stay


  Best place for families to stay is on Pensacola Beach.


  Days Inn Pensacola Beach Resort. 16 Via de Luna Dr., Pensacola Beach; (850) 934-3300 or (800) 934-3001; www.pensacolabeachresort.net. Offers a Gulf beach, two pools, and continental breakfast; pet friendly. $–$$$


  Holiday Inn Express Pensacola Beach. 333 Fort Pickens Rd., Pensacola Beach; (805) 932-3536 or (800) HOLIDAY. Formerly the Dunes, this Gulf-front resort has a heated pool, continental breakfast, golf and recreational packages. $$–$$$$


  For More Information


  Pensacola Convention and Visitors Information Center. 1401 East Gregory St., Pensacola 32501; (850) 434-1234 or (800) 874-1234; www.visitpensacola.com.


  Emerald Coast


  About a half-hour east of Gulf Breeze on Hwy. 98.


  East of the Navarre Beach bridge, the road leads to Fort Walton Beach and Destin, a stretch of seashore known as the Emerald Coast. It marks the onset of coastal Hwy. 98. What was one of Florida’s most scenic drives is fast becoming a peek-a-boo game between emerald green water and the condos, hotels, and seaside cottages that line the shore.


  Fort Walton Beach begins on the mainland and spills onto Okaloosa Island, where the gorgeous white beaches have attracted sun-seekers for decades. In years past, this resort town had become a tacky haven for students on spring break. However, it has spruced up its image with a more modern look that enhances its appeal and affordability for families. The attractions are small, a couple of hours’ worth of entertainment, which works well for fitting in beach time—a must in this land of dunes and shimmering green water.


  Besides fun-time diversions, the Fort Walton Beach area offers some nice, small learning experiences that won’t tax the kids’ attention spans.


  Just a bridge away from Fort Walton Beach’s east end, Destin is a newer version of a seaside resort. Its amusement parks are on a grander scale, and the town in general is better thought out. It has a reputation as the World’s Luckiest Fishing Village and maintains an extensive fleet of fishing charters, tournaments, and seafood restaurants to prove it.


  
    Seafood Satiation


    The Destin Seafood Festival takes place each year during the first week of October, and 30,000 people turn up to partake of its goodies. About twenty restaurants sell samples of their best dishes from booths, and festivalgoers can nosh while they tour arts and crafts displays or listen to bands. For the younger set, from toddlers to teens, there’s Tadpole Town, with rides and a kids’ activity tent. Festival admission is free.

  


  Amberjack, triggerfish, snapper, and grunts are common catches. Billfishing for sailfish and marlin is good from summer through fall. The town promotes its good fortune with shark, king mackerel, billfish, and cobia tournaments throughout the year. Destin/Ft. Walton Beach/Emerald Coast Visitors Center (800-322-3319).
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  Air Force Armament Museum (ages 6 to 12)


  100 Museum Dr., Eglin Air Force Base; (850) 651-1808; www.afarmamentmuseum.com/. Open 9:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. daily; closed federal holidays. Admission is free.


  Warplane hounds can whet their appetites on indoor and outdoor aircraft, and missile, bomb, and weapon exhibits. The park outside is literally cluttered with monster fighter craft (including one called “Warthog”) and their artillery. There’s also a picnic grounds. Inside, a thirty-two-minute movie explains the history of the Eglin base and its role in the development of armament, and two cockpits give kids a hands-on experience.
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  American Spirit Party Boat Fishing


  194 Hwy 98 East, just east of the Destin Bridge; (850) 837-1293; americanspiritpartyboatfishing.com. Fare is $45 per person for a half-day excursion (plus tax); half price for kids ages 8 to 12.


  Some of the best fishing party boats on the scene. The crew is helpful with reeling in and cleaning your catch.
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  Beasley County Park


  East of Fort Walton Beach on Hwy. 98 East.


  One of the nicest Fort Walton Beach public access points, it frames a bed of Okaloosa’s famous fluffy sands between huge dunes and that indescribable green sea. It is well maintained with a Florida-style shelter, picnic facilities, and lifeguards.
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  Big Kahuna’s (all ages)


  1007 Hwy 98 East, Destin; (850) 837-4061. Seasonal hours—during summer, it opens at 10 a.m. and closes according to demand; it’s closed during winter. Call park in advance before you go, or visit its Web site, www.bigkahunas.com. Water park admission is $36.99 for those 48 inches or taller; $29.99 for seniors and those under 48 inches tall and 3 years or older; 2 and younger are free. Golf, go-kart, and adrenaline ride fees range from $6.29 to $54.99 for combinations.


  The grandest of Destin’s kid parks, it brags up its water park for “the world’s longest tube river,” and the Bombs Away Bay with Mayan ruins and a real B-25 bomber. On the dry side, it has carnival games, fifty-four holes of miniature golf, go-karts, kiddie land, a Vertical Accelerator that drops ten stories and two other “adrenaline attractions,” an ice-cream parlor, and other junk-food concessions. Activities are limited in the winter months.
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  The Emerald Coast Science Center (ages 3 to 10)


  139 Brooks St., off Hwy. 98 west of the bridge to Okaloosa Island, Fort Walton Beach; (850) 664-1261; www.ecscience.org. Sept to May open 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. Mon through Fri; 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sat and Sun. June to Aug open 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. Mon through Fri; 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. Sat and Sun. Admission is $5.00 for adults, $4.00 for seniors and kids 13 to 17, and $3.50 for children ages 3 to 12.


  Make a 4-foot bubble, play on the computer, and experience a wind tunnel among the 250 interactive displays. There are critters, like geckos and snakes, and science experimentation that intrigues all ages.
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  Gulfarium (all ages)


  1010 Hwy 98 East, Fort Walton Beach; (850) 244-5169; www.gulfarium.com. Opens at 9 a.m.; shows begin at 10 a.m., noon, 2 and 4 p.m., and a summer 6 p.m. show. Admission is $19.25 for adults, $16.75 for seniors, and $11.50 for children ages 3 to 10. Free for ages 2 and under (tax not included). Military is $1 off those prices.


  At Fort Walton Beach’s premier attraction, dolphins and seals perform acts and scuba divers demonstrate. The state’s second oldest such facility, it also does rehabilitation and educational work. Gulfarium has a beach setting, which makes it feel more natural to see dolphins leaping into the air.
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  Henderson Beach State Park


  17000 Emerald Coast Parkway, Destin; (850) 837-7550; www.floridastateparks.org/hendersonbeach/default.cfm. Open 8 a.m. to sunset daily. Park entrance is $6 per vehicle, $3 for single occupant.


  Destin’s premier beach, it spans a beautiful dunesy stretch east of town, away from the crowds. The park recently added sixty campsites to its facilities.
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  Indian Temple Mound Museum (ages 4 to 10)


  139 Miracle Strip Parkway (Hwy. 98), just west of the bridge to Okaloosa Island, Fort Walton Beach; (850) 833-9595; www.fwb.org/museum. Open Mon to Sat 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Admission is $5.00 for adults, $4.50 for seniors and military, and $3.00 for children ages 4 to 17.


  The centerpiece of the attraction, an 800-year-old, 17-foot-tall mound, took 100,000 cubic feet of soil to build—an estimated 500,000 basketsful carried by natives to the site. The mound was used for worship and held the home of the tribe’s political and religious leader. The museum showcases the largest collection of native Indian ceramic artifacts in the United States. Admission includes entry to the Camp Walton Schoolhouse and the Garnier Post Office Museum.
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  James W. Lee Park


  Scenic Hwy. 98.


  It lets you park for free (but the lot fills quickly on sunny days) and has a popular seafood restaurant and picnic shelters.


  
    On a Budget


    • Capitol Complex, Tallahassee, free admission


    • Museum of Florida History, Tallahassee, free
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  Panama City Beach and Panama City
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  Weekend Jaunt: Northern Springlands
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  Stephen Morrill came to Florida in 1970. An Army brat who had also served in the Army, he had no roots anywhere in the U.S. and simply decided to live where everyone else dreamed of retiring to. He chose the Tampa Bay area for its plethora of water-oriented activities and then worked in the maritime trade for many years. He’s been writing about Florida business and travel since 1984 and today cohosts, with fellow travel writer Adele Woodyard, the Web site www.VacationFunFlorida. Steve also operates the www.TampaBayOnTheCheap.com Web site. When not writing about Florida, Steve is out canoeing, sailing, camping, and visiting the weird and the wonderful of Florida. It’s a tough job but someone has to do it.
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