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Hiking South Florida and the Keys




For my wife, Linda, and all the miles and mosquito bites we have shared together

 

 

 

 

Hiking is why we were born to walk.

—M. Timothy O’Keefe



Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date

Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.

We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


	FalconGuides

	Reader Response/Editorial Department

	64 S Main St.

	Essex, CT 06426



Thanks for your input, and happy trails!







Hiking South Florida
and the Keys

A Guide to the Area’s Greatest Hiking Adventures

Second Edition

M. Timothy O’Keefe

[image: ]




Contents


	Acknowledgments

	Meet Your Guide

	Introduction

	Before You Hit the Trail

	Trail Descriptions

	Hiking South Florida – Trail Finder Chart

	The Hikes
SHORT FAMILY WALKS

	Myakka River State Park

	1 Boylston Nature Trail and Canopy Walkway

	Highlands Hammock State Park

	2 Nature Trails

	Six Mile Cypress Slough Preserve

	3 Boardwalk Trail

	Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary

	4 Boardwalk Trail

	Florida Panther National Wildlife Refuge

	5 Duncan Memorial and Panther Trails

	Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park

	6 Big Cypress Bend Boardwalk

	Everglades National Park: Short Hikes

	7 Royal Palm Hike: Anhinga Trail

	8 Royal Palm Hike: Gumbo Limbo Trail

	9 Pineland/Pinelands Loop

	10 Pa-Hay-Okee Overlook Trail

	11 Mahogany Hammock Trail

	12 West Lake Mangrove Trail

	Everglades National Park: Flamingo Area Short Hikes

	13 Guy Bradley Trail

	14 Eco Pond Loop Trail

	15 Bayshore Loop Trail

	Everglades National Park: Shark Valley

	16 Bobcat Boardwalk and Otter Cave Hammock Trail

	Loxahatchee National Wildlife Refuge

	17 Cypress Swamp Boardwalk and Marsh Trails

	J. W. Corbett Wildlife Management Area

	18 Hungryland Boardwalk and Trail

	[image: ]

	DAY AND OVERNIGHT HIKES

	Oscar Scherer State Park: Yellow, Blue, Red, and Green Trails

	19 Yellow Trail

	20 Blue Trail

	21 Red Trail

	22 Green Trail

	Ding Darling National Wildlife Refuge

	23 Indigo Trail

	24 Shell Mound Trail

	25 Bailey Tract

	Jonathan Dickinson State Park

	26. Green Loop Trail

	Everglades National Park: Long Hikes

	27 Pinelands Long Loop Trail

	28 Snake Bight/Rowdy Bend Trails

	29 Christian Point Trail

	30 Bear Lake Trail

	31 Coastal Prairie Trail

	LONG HAULERS

	J. W. Corbett Wildlife Management Area

	32 Florida Trail Segment

	DuPuis Wildlife and Environmental Area

	33 Loop Trails

	Ocean to Lake Hiking Trail

	34. Ocean to Lake Hiking Trail: Hiking from Lake to Ocean

	HIKING THE FLORIDA KEYS

	Dagny Johnson Key Largo Hammock Botanical State Park

	35. Port Bougainville Trail

	John Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park

	36. Mangrove, Wild Tamarind, and Grove Trails

	Windley Key Fossil Reef Geological State Park

	37. Quarry and Hammock Trails

	Lignumvitae Key Botanical State Park

	38. Nature Trail

	Long Key State Park

	39. Golden Orb and Layton Trails

	Curry Hammock State Park

	40. Nature Trail

	Marathon Bridge Walk

	41. Old Seven Mile Bridge to Pigeon Key

	Bahia Honda State Park

	42 Silver Palm and Old Bridge Nature Trails

	National Key Deer Refuge

	43. Blue Hole and Nature Trails

	Hiker’s Checklist






Acknowledgments


A hiking guidebook to South Florida and the Keys is possible only because of the untiring efforts of the Florida Trail Association (FTA). This volunteer organization was responsible first for creating and now for maintaining many of the state’s best wilderness hiking trails, particularly the Florida National Scenic Trail (also known as the Florida Trail, FT, and FNST).

Also responsible for opening up and conserving hundreds of miles of South Florida and the Keys pathways are the staff and volunteer helpers of the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, Florida Department of Environmental Services, the US National Park Service, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, USDA Forest Service, and the US Fish and Wildlife Service. They administer the state parks and forests, national parks, and state and national wildlife refuges, wildlife management areas, and preserves.

They are the people who make hiking on public lands possible. After every hurricane, they have a tremendous cleanup workload and always do a terrific job.


Meet Your Guide


M. Timothy O’Keefe authored the first hiking book for the entire state of Florida: The Hiker’s Guide to Florida, published by Falcon Press. Retitled Hiking Florida since the second edition, it has generated three regional guides: Hiking Central Florida, Hiking North Florida and the Panhandle, and Hiking South Florida and the Keys.

Tim’s other books are The Photographer’s Guide to the Everglades; Caribbean Hiking; The Spicy Camp Cook Book; Seasonal Guide to the Natural Year: Florida with Georgia and Alabama Coasts; Great Adventures in Florida; Manatees: Our Vanishing Mermaids; Sea Turtles; The Watcher’s Guide; Fish and Dive the Caribbean and Fish and Dive Florida & the Keys (both with Larry Larsen); Diving to Adventure; and AAA’s A Photo Journey to Central Florida, published by the American Automobile Association.

A longtime freelance writer and photographer, his photographs have been published online and in numerous national and international print publications more than 15,000 times. Tim’s work has won more than fifty regional and national awards. The Spicy Camp Cook Book and Seasonal Guide to the Natural Year: Florida with Georgia and Alabama Coasts were named “Best Book” by the Florida Outdoor Writers Association.

Tim received a PhD from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Before retiring to freelance full-time, Tim was a professor and head of the journalism division in the Nicholson School of Communication and Media at the University of Central Florida, where he founded the journalism program.


Introduction


No mountain high enough, no valley low enough. . . . What South Florida hiking is like.


South Florida and the Keys Overview

Hiking in South Florida and the Keys is some of the easiest in all of North America. Florida, essentially a spit of sand between the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean, is an exceedingly flat place. You’ll find no mountains to climb, no deep valleys to descend, no dangerous precipices to teeter on.

Rolling hills do break up the flat landscape in a few places, but those mounds are hardly formidable. Britton Hill, the highest elevation in Florida, is just 345 feet above sea level. Located near the town of Lakewood Park in the Florida Panhandle, it is the lowest high point of any state in the country.

Most of the forty-three hikes are true hiking experiences on trails not shared with cyclists, skateboarders, or horses, whose residual presence is not always appreciated in our hot Florida climate. The hikes in this guide are designed to highlight some of the best natural areas and historical sites throughout the region. They fall into four categories: Short Family Walks, ranging from 1 to 3 miles; Day Hikes, from 4 to 12 miles; Overnight Hikes, with an easy walk to a primitive campsite; and Long Haulers, true backpacking experiences that may require a weekend or more to complete. For other parts of Florida, check out my other regional books: Hiking Central Florida and Hiking North Florida and the Panhandle.

South Florida hiking is within the capabilities of almost everyone, from the youngest walkers to the oldest. During the driest months—January to mid-May—when the ground is hard, many trails are barrier free. Boardwalk nature trails at many state parks are well suited for wheelchairs year-round. In addition to wilderness paths, you’ll find mile after mile of beautiful beaches, some of the best in the nation. Several of these exceptional beaches are located in Florida state parks and the National Park System.

Florida’s most striking landscape is located at sea level and also underground. In addition to its many famous beaches, the state has more than 1,000 freshwater springs, more than 7,500 lakes, and almost 1,700 rivers and streams. Numerous freshwater caves are hidden underground.

Most of these springs and lakes were carved from the state’s limestone landscape, known as karst. During the estimated 100 to 300 million years when Florida was covered by the sea, limestone and shells and other marine deposits accumulated to form the state’s crust. The layer of fossilized plants and animals varies from hundreds to thousands of feet thick beneath most of Florida. This limestone bedrock, known as the Florida Platform, is continuously reshaped by both rain and groundwater erosion.

Over time, the large hollows, caves, and fissures created by erosion cause the ground surface to occasionally collapse, creating a sinkhole or a craterlike depression. Since this wearing away never ceases, new sinkholes may appear at any time. The sand now covering much of inland Florida was created over millions of years by wave action breaking apart the bedrock near or just above the surface.

The Florida peninsula is believed to be the last part of the continental United States to rise from the ocean, making it the youngest region geologically. Only Alaska can claim a longer shoreline.



South Florida Weather

Florida is nicknamed the Sunshine State, and its summers are hot, sunny, and humid due to its rainy season. South Florida’s climate is classified as both humid subtropical and tropical. Although there isn’t universal agreement about which areas are true tropics, the Encyclopedia Britannica defines the tropical zone as south of a west–east line drawn from Bradenton along the south shore of Lake Okeechobee to Vero Beach. The widely accepted Koppen climate classification system limits the tropics to the Miami Metropolitan Area, the area of southwest Florida from Fort Myers southward, and all of the Florida Keys.

It may not seem logical, but subtropical summers are hotter than those in tropical zones. And although summer in every region of Florida often seems similar, winter in the subtropical region is often considerably colder.

Summer is the prime hiking season in most of the country—but not in Florida. November to May is the Sunshine State’s best hiking weather. Humidity and heat make the summer outdoors too uncomfortable for many.

Higher humidity usually begins in May. Although the National Weather Service defines the South Florida rainy season as the period between May 15 and October 15, frequent rains may begin in April and extend into November. When a tropical storm visits, it may dump as much as 10 to 30 inches of water on a region.

Caution:
 After any tropical storm or hurricane event, no hiking plans should be made for an impacted area without thoroughly checking on the status of the trails you want to hike. Minor damage may be repaired over a period of six to nine months, but sometimes it takes years to put a trail back in shape.

As the humidity increases with the rainy season, air temperatures also go higher. From June until late September, they are routinely in the 90°F to 100°F-plus range. Days of 100°F-plus once were rare, but they have become more common as the climate warms. The early morning is the only time to hike comfortably in summer. Even in October and November, temperatures may be 90°F and above.

The best way to gauge how hot it feels outside is with the Heat Index. Using the chart on the next page, you can measure the amount of heat stress you may experience with the dew point, which measures how much water vapor is in the atmosphere. How comfortable you feel on a hot day is determined by both the humidity level and the air temperature.

How do you find the dew point? It’s easy. You could simply ask, “Hey Siri/Alexa, what’s the dew point?” Or look at your cell phone’s weather app and scroll through the day’s statistics. You should find a “Feels Like” temperature or Heat Index for your location.

Unfortunately, the Heat Index is not entirely accurate. It is based on the temperature measured in the shade, not in the sun. Why do meteorologists determine a day’s official high temperature from a shaded thermometer? They say the temperature in the shade is closest to the actual air temperature.

They also agree that it does feel hotter in the sun because the sun’s radiation causes a higher temperature. Measuring the temperature in the sun would heat the liquid in the thermometer, causing the reading to be higher than the true air temperature. As we humans contain more than 50 percent water, we can relate to the sun’s impact on a thermometer. And on us.

The National Weather Service (NWS) admits its thermometer-in-the-shade approach has flaws, stating, “If you are exposed to direct sunlight, the Heat Index value can be increased by up to 15°F” (www.weather.gov/ama/heatindex).

Hikers in South Florida and the Keys don’t always have lots of shade. So consider adding as much as 15°F to the temperature when you plan a summer hike. As the NWS also points out, “Heat indices meeting or exceeding 103°F can lead to dangerous heat disorders with prolonged exposure and/or physical activity in the heat.”

Although the Heat Index ignores the sun’s radiant heat, it is the standard for measuring outdoor conditions. It’s up to you to add 5 to 15 degrees to judge the heat outside. Or set a thermometer in a sunny area.



Heat Index Chart


[image: ]

South Florida’s summer humidity often falls into the 60 to 80 percent range, which is why locals may limit their outdoor summer activity. Mornings have average humidity levels of 90 percent, dropping to 55 percent in the afternoon.

Since so few people hike from May to October, the Florida Trail Association normally does not perform trail maintenance in those months.

Other aspects of Florida weather, such as lightning, hurricanes, sun exposure, and hypothermia, are covered in the next section, “Before You Hit the Trail,” under “Safety.”



Florida’s Native American Tribes

Little is known about Florida’s first native inhabitants. They date back 12,000 to 15,000 years ago, and artifacts from that period are sparse due to both Florida’s acidic soil and the rise in sea level. Since the first Native Americans settled in Florida, the sea has risen about 300 feet, covering many of the early settlements and ceremonial mounds, some now located as far as 20 miles into the Gulf.

Almost all Native American objects that have been found are stone tools, knives, arrowheads, and scrapers. However, canoes dating back 5,000 and 6,000 years were discovered in two Central Florida springs, leaving the possibility of other major finds.

An estimated 200,000 Native Americans lived in Florida when the Spanish arrived in 1513. They were not interested in establishing friendly relations with the foreigners. The natives not only resisted but also devastated almost every Spanish expedition between 1513 and 1568. That included the famous visit by explorer Juan Ponce de Leo´n, who gave Florida its name. He died from an infection after being hit by a Calusa arrow.

However, by 1800 the diseases introduced by the Spanish, coupled with Spanish brutality, effectively destroyed Florida’s Native American people. None of the original tribes still exist.

It’s been said that everyone living in Florida is from somewhere else, and it’s true. Beginning around 1770, new groups of Native Americans began moving to Florida from Georgia, Alabama, and several other nearby states. The Spanish called these newcomers cimarrones, “wild runaways.” Joining the Native Americans were runaway slaves and even Europeans. By the end of the 1700s, this diverse collection of people became known as the Seminoles.

The Seminole Tribe of Florida defied state and federal laws in 1979 by opening its first casino on its own land. This act sparked what has become a multibillion-dollar industry for the Seminoles and other tribes nationwide. Today the Seminole Tribe owns six casinos, whose gaming activities are still counter to Florida law. The Seminoles are a federally recognized sovereign nation that cannot be sued. They also own the Hard Rock International hotel, cafe, and casino chain, which today operates in more than seventy-four countries.

Florida’s other Native American tribe is the Miccosukee, the descendants of the Creek Nation who migrated to Florida between 1767 and 1821. The Miccosukee remained with the Seminoles until 1957.

Once the Seminole Tribe of Florida was officially recognized by the US government as a nation in 1957, the Miccosukee identified their cultural differences with the Seminoles. They decided to become separate and established their own recognized and sovereign entity, the Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida.
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Seminole man in traditional clothing.





Florida Flora and Fauna

Landscapes in Florida typically are classified according to the dominant biological communities and the animals living in them. These are usually broken down into the following categories. Hike descriptions often use these same terms in describing an area’s topography.

Forest swamps: Also known as floodplain forest, these swamps are wet only part of the year. They are dominated by hardwoods such as water oak, black gum, sweet gum, and water hickory, with bald cypress and cabbage palm usually mixed in. Floodplain animals include bobcats, turkeys, deer, squirrels, otters, snakes, ducks, and songbirds.

Hammocks: In Florida, the term “hammock” applies to any significant grouping of broad-leaved trees. Prime examples are the live oak, cabbage palm, hickory, and sweet gum hammocks of South Florida. The name hammock comes from an Indian word meaning “shady place.” All hammocks generally enjoy fertile soil, and the trees remain green year-round. Animals commonly living in them are toads, flying squirrels, wood rats, and birds such as the flycatcher. Large animals such as Florida black bears and bobcats also live in hammocks.

Salt marshes: Usually found along the coasts, salt marshes can be mixed in with mangroves or exist as a separate community. Black rush and cordgrass are the dominant plants. When a salt marsh extends into tidal rivers, it often merges with freshwater marshes to form a fertile transition zone. Saltwater marshes are typically rich in bird and animal life, including otters, raccoons, turtles, snakes—and mosquitoes.

Freshwater marshes: A blend of sedge, grass, and rush, freshwater marshes have standing water for two or more months out of the year. Land with a shorter period of standing water is classified as a wet prairie. Freshwater marshes often house many endangered species. Look for wood storks, sandhill cranes, and Everglades kites. Alligators, waterfowl and wading birds, frogs, turtles, snakes, and otters also thrive in these marshes.

Dry prairies: These treeless plains contain grasses and saw palmetto, with live oak and cabbage palm hammocks and domes of cypress trees occasionally populating the flat spaces. A dry prairie may seem a lifeless, barren place, but closer inspection may reveal a considerable number of animals. Look for burrowing owls, sandhill cranes, raccoons, and bobcats.

Pine flatwoods: Pine flatwoods are the most common type of biological community in Florida, with three types of pine forests: pond pines growing in wet conditions, longleaf pines in the higher and drier regions, and slash pines in the transition zone between the two. Although each forest type is dominated by its particular pine species, animals such as Florida black bears, deer, bobcats, raccoons, gray foxes, squirrels, birds, and black snakes roam them all.

Sandhill areas: Fire is common in these dry and sparsely populated regions due to the arid conditions. It sometimes eliminates the longleaf pines, which are then supplanted by turkey and red oaks. Animals that burrow to avoid heat—and to escape the frequent fires—are common here. They include gopher tortoises, indigo snakes, and pocket gophers. In old-growth forest communities, you may be fortunate enough to spot an endangered red-cockaded woodpecker.



The Everglades

The Everglades is the largest remaining subtropical wilderness in the continental United States. Thanks to the popularity of Everglades National Park, many people believe the park is the Everglades. Unfortunately, it is not. Everglades National Park (1.5 million acres) and the adjoining Big Cypress National Preserve (716,000 acres) protect only around 20 percent of the huge Everglades, an area the Indians called Pa-hay-okee, or “grassy waters.”

In Everglades National Park, over 350 different species of birds have been sighted, of which about 200 are migratory, visiting primarily during the winter months. Sixteen types of wading birds live in the park year-round; the wood stork is the largest.

About a million people a year visit Everglades National Park, located just south of Miami near Homestead. They come to see the profusion of bird and animal life that is America’s equivalent of an African big game safari. Many animals are so accustomed to seeing three-eyed humans (that third eye being a camera lens), you’ll be able to approach them quite closely.


What Makes the Everglades Unique?

The terrain of the Everglades is extremely low and flat, with the highest point only around 8 feet above water. Obviously, the terrain hasn’t risen very far since it was part of the sea bottom as recently as 6,000 to 8,000 years ago.

The bedrock beneath the Glades is unusual. Known as oolite or “egg stone,” oolite granules resemble a cluster of fish eggs. This is the result of South Florida repeatedly sinking into the sea and then reemerging, which has occurred at least four times in recent geologic history. Each time the land disappeared, millions of plants and animals perished, decomposed, and deposited calcium carbonate on the seafloor. In turn, the calcium carbonate hardened around grains of sand to create the oolite.

A visit to the Everglades is almost like visiting the Caribbean. Everglades’ plants are more akin to those of the Caribbean than North America. The gumbo limbo, with its reddish bark and twisting branches, is one of the best-known examples.

Although tree hammocks are found throughout the park, the Everglades primarily are a shallow plain of sawgrass growing in water only 6 inches deep. This blanket of water has been likened to a tropical, primordial soup of algae and bacteria. Unappetizing as that may sound, it nourishes snakes, turtles, fish, and insects, which in turn feed the incredibly rich population of birds.

Traditionally the Glades’ most important water source has been Lake Okeechobee, located 60 miles north of the park. Each summer, Okeechobee (the second-largest freshwater lake in the continental United States) would overflow and send a sheet of water 50 miles wide that moved over the landscape. The water advanced about 100 feet a day, thoroughly watering and flushing the Everglades’ sawgrass, eventually reaching the mangrove estuaries on the Gulf of Mexico.

This annual flood was always followed by a six-month dry season. Birds and animals adapted and patterned their lives based
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Heat Index Chart (Temperature & Dewpoint)
Dewpoint Temperature (° F)

(°F) 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 100101102103 104 105
65 94 95 96 97 98 100 101 102 103 104 106 107 108 109 110 112
66 94 95 97 98 99 100 101 103 104 105 106 108 109 110 111 112
67 95 9 97 98 100 101 102 103 105 106 107 108 110 111 112 113

68 95 97 98 99 100 102 103 104 105 107 108 109 110 112 113 114
69 9 97 99 100 101 103 104 105 106 108 109 110 111 113 114 115
70 97 98 99 101 102 103 105 106 107 109 110 111 112 114 115 116
71 98 99 100 102 103 104 106 107 108 109 111 112 113 115 116 117
72 98 100 101 103 104 105 107 108 109 111 112 113 114 116 117 118
73 99 101 102 103 105 106 108 109 110 112 113 114 116 117 118 119
74 100 102 103 104 106 107 109 110 111 113 114 115 117 118 119 121
75 101 103 104 106 107 108 110 111 113 114 115 117 118 119 121 122
76 102 104 105 107 108 110 111 112 114 115 117 118 119 121 122 123
77 103 105 106 108 109 111 112 114 115 117 118 119 121 122 124 125
78 105 106 108 109 111 112 114 115 117 118 119 121 122 124 125 126
79 106 107 109 111 112 114 115 117 118 120 121 122 124 125 127 128
80 107 109 110 112 114 115 117 118 120 121 123 124 126 127 128 130
81 109 110 112 114 115 117 118 120 121 123 124 126 127 129 130 132
82 110 112 114 115 117 118 120 122 123 125 126 128 129 131 132 133

Note: Exposure to full sunshine can increase HI valves by up to 15° F
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