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PREFACE

Welcome, welcome, welcome!

We’re so glad you’ve picked up this Insiders’ Guide® to the Greater Tampa Bay Area. We’ve been waiting to show you around the two counties surrounding Tampa Bay, Florida’s largest open-water estuary—a place where salt water from the Gulf of Mexico mixes with fresh water flowing in from rivers and springs.

That’s kind of what you’ll find here—a mixture of south and north, as well as of east and west, of rural and urban, of uptown glitz and down home comfort.

It has been such fun to explore our home with you in mind, revisiting and learning more about familiar favorites, as well as discovering new places we can’t wait to tell you about. And we’re not the only ones welcoming you to the Tampa Bay area. Each person interviewed for this book—and there have been a lot of them!—has been eager to share what they know of Hillsborough and Pinellas Counties.

Hillsborough County, on Tampa Bay’s east side, and Pinellas County, on Tampa Bay’s west side, meet on the north side of the bay. Manatee County claims a portion of the southeastern side of Tampa Bay, but we’ll only go there in our Day Trips chapter.

First, you’ll read about this land as it was when the first Europeans came here in the 1500s. We’ll show you how the Tampa Bay area grew—for good or ill—from a backwoods army outpost into a major metropolitan cultural and sports center.

Then we’ll take you around to some of our favorite places to eat (behind a gas station?!), to play, to learn, and to celebrate every part of life. You’ll meet cigar makers and artists, deep-sea sponge harvesters and philanthropists … and some scalawags and miscreants, as well.

Finally, if you fall in love with this land of sunshine, we’ll give you the information you need to make it your home. In the last few chapters there’s information about the schools, the major industries, the churches, and who to call to learn about xeriscaping your garden.

But we’ll say right up front that this book is not the guide of all guides to Hillsborough and Pinellas County. We doubt there is one.

In fact, trying to cram information about the Tampa Bay area into one book turned out to be a fairly daunting task. Midway through the writing of this Insiders Guide®, we were floored momentarily by the audacity of trying to condense into one book all we thought you ought to know about the Tampa Bay area, its two counties, and its three major cities—each of which could have been the basis for its own book.

Even if we did manage to scrunch every last tidbit of info into the book, what fun would that be? Half the experience of going someplace new is the thrill of discovery when you find your own hidden treasures.

So—what we’ve done is to give you enough information to make you comfortable with being here. We’ll show you how the main highways interconnect so you can get around. We’ll tell you about where to see live theater, but we won’t give away the plot. Fair enough?

Well, all right then. Let’s get started!


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK [image: image]

Novel or cookbook. It’s up to you.

Read this book from cover to cover, turning pages in breathless anticipation to learn how the Tampa Bay area grew from being ignored as an infant to being a major player in business, sports, and the arts.

No time? Then check the table of contents for the chapter on where cruise ships dock. Or use the index to find the page telling where to play disc golf. Find the recipe, mix it up, and dish it out.

This Insiders’ Guide® to the Greater Tampa Bay Area, Including Tampa, St. Petersburg, and Clearwater was written with both kinds of readers in mind.

We wrote it for visitors—people coming to build sand castles on our beaches, to attend a conference at the Tampa Bay Convention Center, or to make this their base as they visit other parts of the central Florida region. We also wrote it for people moving to the Tampa Bay area—people needing to know who inspects child care facilities, where to get license plates for their cars, and how to cope with living in a state prone to tropical storms and hurricanes. We hope residents will read this book, too. We hope you’ll nod as you read about a place you’ve been. And we hope you’ll discover a few things you didn’t know before, just as we did while we were writing the book.

START HERE

Use this book as a starting point—20 starting points, actually.

Want a quick rundown on the major cities, our overall climate, and notable industries, plus teasers for places to go and things to do? The Area Overview will acquaint you quickly with the Tampa Bay area. Learn about our airports, seaports, roads, and other transportation systems in Getting Here, Getting Around. Read about our roots and how we grew to where we are today in the History chapter. You’ll find bits of history woven throughout the book, too.

The Accommodations chapter will tell you about hotels, spas, resorts, bed-and-breakfasts, RV and other commercial campgrounds, hostels—and how to rent a yacht.

Hungry? Restaurants and Other Eats tells you about many of our world-class dinner restaurants—as well as where to get a great breakfast. We’ll tell you what kinds of things happen around here after the sun goes down in Nightlife.

Going Shopping? Come along to our major malls and to some one-of-a-kind stores that are attractions as much as stores. Speaking of Attractions and Kidstuff, that’s where you’ll find information on everything from Busch Gardens to a free train ride in a local park. Next we give you a January through December listing of Annual Events and Festivals—like the Gasparilla Pirate Fest in January and where to see fireworks on July 4.

Our Arts centers and programs and our Parks and Recreation centers are like two sides of the same coin, each enriching our lives with created and natural beauty. We’re pros when it comes to Spectator Sports—football, baseball, hockey, automobile racing, and other major competitions are held here.

We’ll take you north to where mermaids live, to the Enchanted Empire of the East, and south to the circus in Day Trips and Weekend Getaways.

Maybe you’re ready to move here. Great! Our Relocation chapter will tell you how to find neighborhood-specific information, where dog parks are, a bit about the economy and politics, hurricane helps, and how to make your garden grow.

In separate chapters, we’ll tell you about Education and Child Care—including our library systems and county extension offices—and Health Care, Wellness, and Senior Living. Our Worship chapter describes the rich diversity of faiths to be found here. You’ll learn about our magazines, newspapers, and radio and television stations in our Media chapter. MacDill Air Force Base and our U.S. Coast Guard stations play major roles in the Tampa Bay area—look for information about our Military toward the end of the book.

GO THERE

Please remember, however, that these are only starting points.

Consider this: The Tampa Bay area—Hillsborough and Pinellas Counties, for the purposes of this book—has twice as many people as the state of Rhode Island. The Tampa Bay geographic area is slightly larger than Rhode Island’s. Twenty starting points is about all we have room for here.

While we wish we could list every place to find great Greek food or every golf course to challenge, we can’t. So we’ve given you other places to look for more detailed listings. Use the Web sites, blogs, publications, and other sources we’ve referenced to learn more. Keep your eyes open, too. We tried to take you to as many places as possible, hoping you would spot an intriguing book store next to a restaurant we mentioned. Or vice versa.

SIGNPOSTS ALONG THE WAY

A couple of housekeeping notes, and then we’ll be on our way.

We’ll tell you in each chapter how we’ve arranged the information. Still, here’s a quick and easy way to figure out if something is on the Tampa side of the bay (Hillsborough County) or on the St. Petersburg/Clearwater side of the bay (Pinellas County): 813 area code phone numbers are in Hillsborough County (plus Oldsmar in northeast Pinellas County); 727 area code phone numbers are in Pinellas County.

Look for Insiders’ Tips, indicated by i, and for Close-up articles giving background information or spotlighting a place.

iLook east and slightly north from the Tampa Bay area when the space shuttle launches from Cape Canaveral. You’ll see the golden glow of the rocket for a couple of minutes as it ascends. The view is best at night, but it’s usually visible during the day, too.


AREA OVERVIEW [image: image]


Say “bay area’”and many people think only of cable cars and a famous bridge on the west coast of the continental United States. Ah, but there’s another bay area on another west coast with another equally elegant bridge draped across its shoulders. And this bay area—the Tampa Bay area on Florida’s west coast—basks in a whole lot more sunshine every day of the year.

Largely ignored for almost five centuries by Spanish conquistadors, French and English explorers, and post–Civil War land speculators, Tampa and its neighbors, St. Petersburg and Clearwater, grew at a more leisurely, more thoughtful pace. But grow they did! Today, the three cities form a business, entertainment, and sports triumvirate rivaling those of older communities around the country while retaining the flavor of their yesteryear charm.

Want proof? Home Shopping Network, Jabil Circuit, Inc., and Rooms to Go are among the national and international businesses headquartered in the Tampa Bay area. The internationally acclaimed Bern’s Steak House leads a list of fine dining experiences awaiting you. We’ve got two international airports and two international seaports, three major-league sports teams—more, if you count the ones who make this area their spring training home—and three top-rated performing arts venues.

But that’s not all. There’s Ybor City, aka “Cigar City,” where you can watch artisans hand-roll cigars the way they have since 1886 when two brothers moved their business from Cuba to Tampa. Or you can stroll the docks of Tarpon Springs, a Greek community just north of Clearwater that still harvests natural sea sponges from the ocean floor the way they do in the Aegean Sea.

Around late February and early March, when the sweet smell of thousands of acres of ripening strawberries fills the air around here, we kind of forget that Plant City is named after late-1800s railroad magnate Henry B. Plant. After all, this area produces three-quarters of the nation’s winter strawberries, so you’d think the city would be named after these ruby-red globules of goodness. That’s okay. We make up for it with an 11-day homage to the bountiful berry at the Florida Strawberry Festival.

Busch Gardens provides roller coaster thrills and chills and a world-class zoo, water slides of every configuration fill neighboring Adventure Island, and the beaches of Pinellas County are rated some of the best in the nation.

So whether your tastes run to Broadway musicals or Grand Prix-style racing, soaking up some oceanfront rays or bashing a golf ball toward some far off tiny little cup, you’ll find all that and more when you visit our bay area.

And, after you’ve kayaked through a mangrove tunnel or windsurfed off the Gulf of Mexico, if you find you just can’t bear the thought of returning home to icy sleet and mounds of snow, well then, consider that our cost of living is generally lower than that of the rest of the country’s. Check out the relocation sections toward the back of the book and we’ll get you started toward living permanently in the Sunshine State.

Right now, let’s take the nickel tour so you can get your bearings. Then you can explore the greater Tampa Bay area to your heart’s content. We’ve divided the region into three sections: greater Tampa, which includes the City of Tampa and parts of Hillsborough County; greater St. Petersburg, which includes the City of St. Petersburg and parts of southern Pinellas County; and greater Clearwater, which includes the City of Clearwater and parts of northern Pinellas County.



GEOGRAPHY

Located halfway up Florida’s west coast, the Tampa Bay area consists of two counties containing three major cities and a host of smaller towns and unincorporated areas. Pinellas County occupies the 280-square-mile peninsula on the Gulf of Mexico side—the western side—of Tampa Bay. Hillsborough County, with its almost perfectly square boundaries, claims most of the eastern shoreline of the bay.

Although Pinellas County is the largest peninsula in the Tampa Bay area, dividing the bay from the Gulf of Mexico, many smaller peninsulas split the bay into lesser bays and inlets. Numerous islands rim the coastal areas, ranging in size from those large enough to hold towns and cities to tiny plots home only to birds.

Altitude sickness isn’t a concern as the highest point in these two counties is only about 120 feet above sea level.

Flat doesn’t mean boring, however. Winding rivers flow through oak hammocks and past downtown office complexes. Deer and coyotes still inhabit palmetto thickets in parts of Pinellas County, even though technically Pinellas County has no rural land. Cypress swamps, salt marshes, and mangrove stands invite modern-day explorers to venture out of the concrete and asphalt world into the rhythms of the natural world.

Nor does flat and natural mean unpopulated and without the amenities of civilization. Almost 2.4 million people make the Tampa/St. Petersburg/Clearwater metro area (which includes smaller cities and unincorporated areas within a slightly larger geographic area) their home. That makes it more populated than any other metro area in the state, according to the 2000 census.

iThe federal government includes Manatee County to the south and Pasco County to the north in designating this Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater a Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA).

Anchor Cities

Tampa

Tampa grew from a small military outpost, Fort Brooke, established in 1823 at the start of the Seminole Indian Wars. From this seed, the city became a seaport of sorts, trading mainly with Cuba, which came in handy after the Civil War—bringing in desperately needed gold to rebuild Florida—and during the Spanish-American War—shipping Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders and other troops to Cuba in the 1898 war that cost Spain Cuba, Guam, the Philippine Islands, and Puerto Rico.

iFlorida is a Clean Indoor Air State, which means smoking is not allowed inside any public building with very few exceptions (tobacco shops, for one). Nor is smoking allowed inside any public or private enclosed workplace.

With the discovery of phosphate—used in fertilizers, animal feed, toothpaste, light bulbs, and more—and the arrival of the railroad in the 1880s—Tampa grew by fits and starts to its present population of approximately 343,000 people. Neighborhoods within the city limits include the formerly unincorporated areas of Sulpher Springs, Palma Ceia, and New Tampa plus the formerly incorporated towns of North Tampa, Ybor City, Fort Brooke, West Tampa, and Port Tampa City.

As the county seat for Hillsborough County, a county with only two other incorporated cities, Plant City and Temple Terrace, and one that is 84 percent rural, Tampa dominates the area. So much so, in fact, that there have been a few unsuccessful attempts to consolidate the City of Tampa and Hillsborough County governments.

Since Tampa is an international sea and air port of call, some foreign consulates have their offices here, including Greece, Panama, and Costa Rica. The Seminole Indian Tribe of Florida has a reservation inside the Tampa city limits on the premises of the Hard Rock Café and Casino.

The University of South Florida in Tampa houses cutting edge medical and other types of research facilities. Across the street from USF is MOSI, the Museum of Science and Industry, which brings in exhibits from around the world to help us understand the natural and technological worlds. Sit in a wind tunnel at MOSI, for example, and see what hurricane force winds feel like. And, if shopping is your thing, then start by checking out Tampa’s International Plaza or Westshore Mall.

But enough of bare-bones facts. Come play with pirates! No real pirates are known to have plagued Tampa Bay, but that didn’t stop us from inventing one. Every January, Tampa goes a little crazy commemorating a pirate invasion that never really occurred. So grab a costume, join a krewe, and help Jose Gaspar invade the city all over again during Gasparilla, a month long series of parades, art festivals, and other festivities attracting pirate-loving participants from all over.

Gasparilla sets the tone for the rest of the year and for the area—we’re serious about our fun and we work hard to make sure life is about more than the daily grind. Did we mention Tampa is home to one of the most child-friendly zoos in the country? Or that we have the largest performing arts complex south of Washington, D.C., the Straz Center, formerly the Tampa Bay Performing Arts Center? We’ll save those for later chapters. Meantime, let’s move on across the bay.

iA well-known evangelist cut his preaching teeth on the streets of Tampa in the late 1930s when he attended Florida Bible Institute in the Temple Terrace area. He had lots to preach about as Tampa simmered with mob activity and political corruption. FBI later became Trinity College, now in Pasco County. The preacher was William Franklin “Billy” Graham.

St. Petersburg

Named after St. Petersburg, Russia, the birthplace of one of the city’s founders, the City of St. Petersburg takes up most of southern Pinellas County. The city’s current population of 248,098 makes it the fourth largest city in Florida, and its vibrant downtown belies its former reputation as “God’s Waiting Room” where retirees whiled away their days sitting on city-provided green benches or playing shuffleboard.

Not that the reputation ever really was accurate. The nation’s first scheduled commercial airplane flight took off from St. Petersburg in 1914, the same year baseball’s Grapefruit League—aka spring training—began in, you guessed it, St. Petersburg.

iln 1910, Lew B. Brown, owner of The Evening Independent, dubbed St. Petersburg “The Sunshine City” and said the paper would be free any day the sun didn’t make an appearance in the paper’s coverage area. That “Sunshine Offer” stood until the paper closed in 1986. In seventysix years, the paper was free 296 times—about four times a year.

Incorporated in 1892, the city today is home to an impressive collection of Salvador Dali works and Major League Baseball’s Tampa Bay Rays. The City of St. Petersburg Municipal Marina, with 610 boat slips, is the largest public marina in either Pinellas or Hillsborough County.

In recent years, the city has expanded northeast until it bumps up against the southeastern part of Clearwater. In fact, the two cities share naming rights to the St. Petersburg-Clearwater International Airport, although the airport is on unincorporated Pinellas County land.

Not only is St. Petersburg surrounded by water on three sides, it also contains Lake Maggiore, a lake large enough that, in less environmentally aware days, it was the site of hydrofoil boat races where a number of speed records were set. Today Lake Maggiore is part of the Boyd Hill Nature Preserve that boasts 3 miles of walking trails and five different ecosystems nestled between suburban neighborhoods and a golf course.
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Tampa Bay

Humans aren’t the only inhabitants of the Tampa Bay area. Tampa Bay itself teems with fish, shellfish, reptiles and other critters that live among the sea grasses and mangroves. Sea birds nest in these watery areas, too, but sometimes encroach a bit into human territory. It’s not uncommon to see an egret, miles inland, walking across your yard poking around for bugs, or to have an osprey pair nesting atop a highway road sign near one of the bridges spanning the bay. With 398 square miles of water at high tide, Tampa Bay is Florida’s largest open-water estuary, where salt water from the Gulf of Mexico mixes with fresh water draining from nearby land.

Throughout this book, we’ll spotlight human activity as it relates to Tampa Bay—check out the sport fishing, boating, cruises, and other activities in their various sections. For now, however, let’s look more closely at the bay that gives the area its name and its predominant ecology.

GEOGRAPHY

Dangling off the west coast of Florida, about halfway up, is a 280 square-mile peninsula, Pinellas County. The City of St. Petersburg takes up much of the southern end of the peninsula, and the City of Clearwater anchors its northern end.

Off the western shore of Pinellas County, a series of barrier islands follows the contours of the peninsula, starting with Anclote Key and Honeymoon Island in the north and continuing south to Pass-a-Grille Beach and Tierra Verde. When the Pinellas peninsula ends, the barrier islands continue, stretching south toward the next part of the Florida mainland, the Bradenton-Sarasota area in Manatee County.

Mullet Key, the last island in the Pinellas County part of the chain and shaped like a V, points not quite 2 miles southwest toward a lone island, Egmont Key, claimed by Hillsborough County. South of Egmont Key across about 3 miles of water, Anna Maria Island, part of Manatee County, begins another stretch of barrier islands following Florida’s coastline southward towards the Cape Coral/Fort Myers area.

Salt water from the Gulf of Mexico flows east and north through the miles-wide gaps between Mullet Key, Egmont Key, and Anna Maria Island, filling the 80-square mile or so space between the Pinellas Peninsula and the Florida mainland—Tampa Bay. Another peninsula extending south from Tampa International Airport to MacDill Air Force Base splits Tampa Bay into two lesser bays—Hillsborough Bay on the east and Old Tampa Bay on the west. Smaller islands dot the shoreline all around Tampa Bay, causing the water to swirl into lesser bays and bayous with such colorful names as Cockroach Bay on the Hillsborough County side and Coffeepot Bayou in St. Petersburg.

The bay is about 40 miles long and about 20 miles wide at its widest point. Except for a spot near Egmont Key where water rushing in and out has gouged a 90 foot deep hole, Tampa Bay is not quite 45 feet deep, and that’s only because periodic dredging keeps the shipping channels open to that depth. The average depth of the bay is between 11 and 12 feet.

Four main freshwater rivers—the Hillsborough, the Alafia, the Manatee, and the Little Manatee—and more than 100 smaller tributaries from a watershed area of about 2,200 square miles empty into Tampa Bay.

ECOSYSTEM

The mixture of fresh and salt water nourishes a web of plant life that provides an incubator for sea creatures from microscopic phytoplankton to gigantic manatees.

As the freshwater rivers and streams get closer to the saltwater bay, the water becomes brackish and the land becomes marshy. Despite their somewhat desolate appearance, these salt marshes are, like rainforests, some of the most biologically productive places on earth. Salt marshes also protect the land against the erosion of the tides, act as a buffer during storms, and filter pollutants from the water before it reaches the bay.

During low tide, mud flats appear around the fringes of the bay. Wading birds gather and eat their fill of small crabs, clams, and other delicacies exposed by the receding water.

Stands of black, red, and white mangrove trees line the bay itself, their interlocked roots and branches trapping nutrient-rich sediment that feeds tiny worms and other invertebrates. These in turn are food for mollusks and crabs and newly hatched snook, mullet, and other fish.

Extending further into the bay past the mangroves, shallow flats form underwater meadows where sea grasses sway to the tides’ rhythms, feeding and sheltering sea urchins, shrimp, and manatees.

Oyster bars or reefs dot the bay, especially near river mouths and other freshwater sources. Fishermen love spotting oyster bars, as they attract redfish, snook, and other game fish. Not so attractive, however, are the razor sharp oyster shells that can damage boat hulls and slice open unprotected feet.

More than 200 species of fish live in Tampa Bay and more than 25 species of birds nest along its shores.

Three National Wildlife Refuges have been designated in Tampa Bay: Pinellas National Wildlife Refuge, Egmont Key National Wildlife Refuge, and Passage Key National Wildlife Refuge.

RECLAIMING THE BAY

As the Tampa Bay area grew and as flat-bottomed skiffs powered by poles and oars gave way to gas- and diesel-powered inboard and outboard motor boats, the life hidden beneath the surface of the bay suffered.

Too much nitrogen running into the bay—the result of everything from an increase in industrial wastewater and an increase in the use of lawn fertilizer to a decrease in the amount of freshwater entering the bay—caused algae to grow at a more rapid rate than it should. The overabundance of algae reduced the level of oxygen in the water, which killed fish, reduced the clarity of the water, and killed underwater acres of sea grass.

Boat propellers razed sea grass meadows and killed or injured manatees. Bacteria from partially untreated wastewater closed beaches and swimming areas.

In 1990, Tampa Bay was designated by Congress as one of 28 estuaries in the National Estuary Program. Various local municipal, county, state, and federal governments and agencies formed the Tampa Bay National Estuary Program (www.tbep.org) to restore and preserve Tampa Bay’s ecosystems.

Today, Tampa Bay has been partially restored, and residents and local governments have a greater understanding of the bay’s importance to the region’s economy and to the overall quality of life in the area defined by this body of water.





Speaking of environmentally friendly, St. Petersburg built the first water reclamation system in the United States. Instead of using increasingly scarce drinking water for things like watering lawns, the city sends 37 million gallons of treated wastewater a day through almost 300 miles of a separate piping system to more than 10,000 customers. The system is still one of the largest in the world. What difference does it make? While the rest of the area is restricted to watering lawns one day a week, reclaimed-water users can soak their lawns three days a week.

iDon’t expect restaurant table servers to bring water automatically. Despite being surrounded by water, the central Florida area has experienced several years of drought. Water reserves are low, and we have contests to think up new ways to save water.

Some people consider downtown St. Petersburg’s nightlife, centered near the BayWalk complex of shops, restaurants, and entertainment venues, to be among the Tampa Bay area’s best. With the American Stage Theatre producing at least one open-air performance each season and with musicians from around the country jamming at Jannus Landing and other spots, they just might be right.

The University of South Florida’s St. Petersburg campus, the Poynter Institute for Media Studies, and a host of other resources make St. Petersburg an academic force to be reckoned with. Or is that “with which to be reckoned”? Guess we’d better check with one of the professors. Meantime, let’s move along to Clearwater.

iDid we mention the amount of sunshine for which St. Petersburg is noted? At one point, the city held a Guinness record for the most consecutive days with sunshine—786—logged between 1967 and 1968.

Clearwater

Before Pinellas County came to be, the peninsula was part of Hillsborough County, and Clearwater was mostly farmland. When Punta Pinal (“Point of Pines”) became separate from Hillsborough County in the early 1900s, Clearwater, sitting atop a bluff above a natural harbor, was the largest town and became the county seat.

Today, the City of Clearwater (population 107,742) stretches the width of northern Pinellas County from the Gulf of Mexico to Tampa Bay—hence the name of the major east-west road: Gulf-to-Bay Boulevard. A city-owned marina provides boat slips for 209 boats, and a number of charter fishing and day-cruise boats launch from the city’s harbor.

Saxophones simper and trumpets wail each October as Coachman Park, a two-acre grassy basin with a performing pavilion near Clearwater’s bluffs, hosts the Annual Clearwater Jazz Holiday. For 30 years Clearwater has drawn crowds from around the world for four days of non-stop music and art. Dave Brubeck, the Count Basie Orchestra, and Spyro Gyra are just a few of the many top-name musicians sharing their talents in Clearwater.

i Rolling Stones fans probably already know that in May 1965, Keith R ichards and Mick Jagger wrote the bulk of “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” at the Jack Tar New Fort Harrison Hotel in Clearwater.

In 1975, the city gained notoriety when the Church of Scientology, founded by now deceased L. Ron Hubbard, bought the aging Fort Harrison Hotel and converted it into the Flag Service Organization, their worldwide spiritual headquarters.

Clearwater also is known for Ruth Eckerd Hall, which has been listed in Variety magazine’s top 10 entertainment venues by ticket sales. Broadway musicals and rock bands, stand-up comics and the Miami Ballet all play at Ruth Eckerd Hall to sell-out crowds. Want to do some performing yourself? The Marcia P. Hoffman Institute for the Performing Arts brings top instructors in dance, acting, singing, and other performance arts to Ruth Eckerd Hall and offers classes for everyone from pre-school children to senior adults.



Vital Statistics

Mayors: Pam Iorio (Tampa), Bill Foster, (St. Petersburg), and Frank V. Hibbard (Clearwater)

Florida’s governor: Charlie Crist

United States senators from Florida: Bill Nelson and George S. LeMieux

Average maximum temperatures (degrees Fahrenheit): 70 (January), 81 (April), 90 (July), 84 (October)

Average minimum temperatures (degrees Fahrenheit): 52 (January), 62 (April), 75 (July), 68 (October)

Average precipitation (in inches): 2.27 (January), 1.80 (April), 6.49 (July), 2.29 (October)

Average annual snowfall (in inches): Zero!

Total combined population of the two counties (2007 U.S. Census estimate): 2,092,164

Counties: Hillsborough (Tampa) and Pinellas (St. Petersburg and Clearwater)

Total combined land area of the two counties: 1,331 square miles

Median age: 35.1 years (Hillsborough County); 43.0 years (Pinellas County)

Average household income (2007): $50,485 (Hillsborough County); $44,325 (Pinellas County)

Median price for house (2007): $222,800 (Hillsborough County); $204,700 (Pinellas County)

Major airports: Tampa International Airport (TPA), St. Petersburg/Clearwater International Airport (PIE)

Major seaports: Port of Tampa (Florida’s largest in area and cargo tonnage); Port of St. Petersburg

Major interstates: I-275 and I-4

Total consumer spending (2002): $40.1 billion (Hillsborough County); $31.3 billion (Pinellas County)

Hotel and motel rooms in the area: More than 30,000

Florida base sales tax rate (as of July, 2008): 6 percent, but many counties collect an additional 0.25 percent to 1.5 percent on sales and most charge an additional transient lodging tax. In both Hillsborough and Pinellas County rates are 7 percent sales tax and 12 percent lodging tax.

Major colleges and universities: University of South Florida, University of Tampa, St. Petersburg College, Eckerd College, Stetson Law School

Major league sports teams: Tampa Bay Buccaneers (NFL), Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL), Tampa Bay Rays (MLB)

Famous people from the Tampa Bay area: Angela Bassett, Ray Charles, Hulk Hogan, Lauren Hutton, Jack Kerouac, Evel Knievel, Butterfly McQueen, Jim Morrison, Lisa Marie Presley, among others

Companies headquartered or started in the Tampa Bay area: Home Shopping Network, Hooters, Jabil Circuits, Inc., OSI Restaurant Partners (Outback & Bonefish Grill), Raymond James Financial Services, Rooms to Go, WellCare Health Plans, Inc., Wikipedia

Military bases: MacDill Air Force Base (U.S. Central Command Headquarters, Tampa), U.S. Coast Guard Stations (St. Petersburg, Clearwater, and Tampa)

Motor vehicle laws: Move over: See flashing lights in the emergency lane up ahead? You are required to vacate the lane closest to the emergency vehicle (three or more lanes) or to slow down to 20 mph or less (two lanes). It’s called the Move Over Law. Car seats: Children age three and under must ride in an approved car seat or carrier; children ages four and five must be properly restrained (approved car seat/carrier and/or seat belt). Seatbelts: Drivers and all front seat passengers must wear seat belts. Motorcycles: Motorcylists over the age of 21 with proper proof of insurance can get a helmet exemption; otherwise helmets and approved eyewear are required. Motorcylists must have headlamps on day and night. Go to the Florida Department of Highway Safety and Motor Vehicles’ Web site at www.flhsmv.gov/fhp/cps for more laws and exact language.





Other Towns

Pinellas County’s beach cities are worlds of their own and deserve more mention than there is room for here, as do other communities in Pinellas County.

So look for activities and places of interest in these communities to be listed along with those in St. Petersburg:

• Gulfport

• Kenneth City

• Lealman

• Madeira Beach

• North Redington Beach

• Pinellas Park

• Redington Beach

• Redington Shores

• Seminole

• South Pasadena

• St. Pete Beach

• Treasure Island

And look for activities and places of interest in these communities to be listed along with those in Clearwater:

• Belleair

• Belleair Beach

• Belleair Bluffs

• Belleair Shore

• Dunedin

• Indian Rocks Beach

• Indian Shores

• Largo

• Oldsmar

• Palm Harbor

• Safety Harbor

• Tarpon Springs

CLIMATE AND WEATHER

Maybe we’ve belabored the point about sunshine. But it’s true. The percentage of sunshine hours ranges from 61 percent in December to 75 percent in April and May. We don’t buy chains or snow tires. Most of us don’t have an ice scraper.

That doesn’t mean it’s always warm. There are a few nights each winter when we cover our shrubs and plants with sheets and light blankets. Not because there’s been a collective breakdown of clothes dryers, but because of overnight frost and freeze warnings. Citrus and strawberry growers camp outside those nights, tending to their plants and hoping to save their crops.

So while you won’t need a snowsuit or insulated boots, pack a jacket and a sweater or two when you visit in the winter. Even in the summertime you may want a light jacket handy for indoor areas where the air conditioning can sometimes make you wonder if you traveled too far south and landed in Antarctica.

Sunny days, balmy breezes, and mild winters can easily lull visitors and residents into forgetting about Mother Nature’s less benevolent side.

Hurricanes and tropical storms spawn tornadoes and waterspouts and, combined with normal tidal fluctuations in sea levels, can flood coastal areas. Lightning strikes in the Tampa Bay area more often than in some other places in the country. Scorching summer days feel even hotter when the humidity rises, sapping energy from even the hardiest among us. Pollen and other particles in the air, especially in the early spring, can cause problems for people with allergies.


Visitor Centers and Other Helpful Links

Our two area visitors’ centers have loads of information to share and staffs that can help you fine-tune your vacation. Call or e-mail and ask them to send you a free visitors guide to the area—you’ll find shorter but more comprehensive listings of places to stay, places to eat, and things to do than we can provide in this book. Plus, you’ll find discount coupons inside that will help you stretch your dollars. You can also go to their Web sites and explore online—look for coupons there, too.

Tampa/Hillsborough County Tampa Bay and Company

401 E. Jackson St., Ste. 2100

Tampa

(813) 223-1111, (800) 44-TAMPA (448-2672)

www.visittampabay.com

St. Petersburg/Clearwater/Pinellas County

St. Petersburg/Clearwater Area Convention and Visitors Bureau

13805 58th St. N., Ste. 2-200

Clearwater

(727) 464-7200, (877) 352-3224

www.floridasbeach.com



So plan ahead. Pack the sunscreen and use it. Drink lots of water. Pay attention to the pollen count, usually listed in the local weather reports. When severe weather threatens, tune to a local emergency broadcast channel and follow their directions.

The rest of the time? Enjoy that Florida sunshine!


GETTING HERE, GETTING AROUND [image: image]


The Tampa Bay area may win the prize for the most ways to get to a major city in the United States. With two international airports and host of smaller municipal and executive airports, two international seaports and myriad smaller marinas, plus the usual highways, byways, and rail service, getting here should not be a problem.

Nor is getting around once you’re here too terribly difficult, as most of the metropolitan areas are laid out in an orderly grid pattern. If you find yourself in the areas that aren’t and that wind and meander like a confused snail’s trail, just take a deep breath and remember: You’re in Florida, Land of Flowers, where the pace is a tad more relaxed. Find someone to ask or pull over and pull out the maps. You’ll get there.



BY AIR

Tampa International Airport (TIA)

Tampa International Airport (TIA) (www.tampaairport.com) qualifies as both a major travel hub and a not-to-be-missed attraction. So read through the information for travelers and then linger a bit over the why-you-ought-to-bring-your-date-or-the-kids-here bit that follows. You’ll be glad you did

TIA consistently gets high reviews from travelers for its easy-to-navigate design and for its friendly service and thoughtful amenities. The airport is arranged like a bicycle wheel with the terminal as the center hub and six airside buildings (five of which were operational at press time) on the rim. Two shuttle trams run back and forth from each airside building to the terminal. Traveling at a speed that reaches 12 mph, the trams make the trip every 37 seconds and can carry up to 17 passengers, so you never have to wait very long to catch a ride.

i Local newscasters call Tampa International Airport “TIA,” but remember to enter TPA when buying tickets online or you’ll end up in Tirana, Albania. Not that we have anything against Albania, but we doubt you’ll find a Busch Gardens theme park or a major league baseball team there. Around these parts, “TPA” means Tampa Port Authority, another major transportation hub.

Information about the Marriot Hotel located at the airport is in the Accommodations chapter.

i Super sleuths may notice Airsides B and D are not listed at TIA, where the airside buildings are lettered A through F. Airside B is there, kind of. Ask your checked-in bags. They may have stopped at what used to be Airside B and is now TIA’s remote baggage sorting facility. Airside D was demolished in 2008. Planes park there overnight.

In the Terminal

Once you leave your plane, follow the crowd from your gate toward the center of the airside building to the security check-in area. You’ll see a walkway to the side that will take you to the shuttle trams. There is limited seating at the front and back of each tram. Heed the canned advice—hold onto one of the poles and brace yourself as the trams accelerate and decelerate quickly.

Passengers exit the shuttle tram on the opposite side from which they entered and find themselves on the third level of the terminal building near either a red or a blue set of elevators. Look up at one of the overhead signs to confirm whether your flight was from a red or a blue airline. Take that color elevator or escalator down two flights to the baggage claim area, which also will be designated as either a red or a blue area. Ticket counters are on the second level.

i T.G.I. Friday’s, located inside the terminal at TIA, created the first World Bartending Championships in the 1980s. In 2006, the franchise located at TIA was named the chain’s world-wide top performing franchise.

If you decide to check out the many shops or to get a bite to eat before collecting your bags, remember whether you are red or blue—airlinewise, not politically. Take the wrong-colored elevator or escalator down, and you may end up purple, as you’ll end up on the wrong side of the building and will have to go back upstairs, cross the lobby, and go down the correct set of elevators or escalators.

Ground Transportation from TIA

A Commercial Ground Transportation Quadrant is located at each of the four corners of TIA’s baggage claim area. Here you will find:


	Taxicabs: Yellow Cab (813-253-0121) and United Cab (813-253-2424) serve airport travelers, and each charges the same rates: $15 minimum, $25 to downtown Tampa or the cruise port, or $2 plus $2.25 per mile.

	Airport limos: SuperShuttle (800-282-6817 or 727-572-1111), a shared-passenger van service, covers Hillsborough, Pinellas, Pasco, and Hernando Counties. Rates begin at $12 and include up to three pieces of luggage.

	Rental car courtesy vehicle service: Car rental companies located off of airport property (see list) provide free transportation to their facilities.

	Charter buses: If you are part of a tour, you will meet your driver or guide here, unless you are told otherwise.

	Local buses: Hillsborough Area Regional Transit (HART) buses stop outside the east end of the red baggage claim area near baggage carousel #20. Route maps and schedules are available at the bus stop, or you can call (813) 254-4278 or go online to www.gohart.org, where you can even purchase fare cards in advance.

	Rental cars: Exit the baggage claim area and cross the walkway—which also consists of four lanes for cars arriving to pick up passengers—where a number of companies have their counters (see list).



Other ground transportation options include:


Color-Coding for Ease at TIA

TIA color-codes airlines for separate loading and unloading areas, separate baggage areas, and separate elevators and escalators to minimize overcrowding and keep foot, car, and plane traffic flowing smoothly. Here’s a list of current red and blue airlines.

Follow RED signs for:

Air Canada

Air Tran

British Airways

Cayman Airways

Charters

Continental

Frontier

Midwest

Southwest

Spirit

Ted

United

West Jet

Follow BLUE signs for:

American

Delta

Freedom Airlines

Jet Blue

Northwest/KLM

US Airways



Parking and Curbside Options

Generally speaking, motor vehicle traffic flows smoothly at the airport. All traffic enters from the south, circles the airport counter-clockwise, and exits to the south. All parking options are open 24/7. The maximum stay in any lot is 45 days. TIA provides wheelchair-accessible parking on all levels of all parking garages and near the bus stops in the Economy Lot.

i TIA broadcasts continuous updates on parking and other traffic information on 1610 AM radio. If you have a particular concern about parking, call (813)870-8790.

ECONOMY PARKING

Just before entering the airport loop, a spur to the right takes drivers to the Cell Phone Waiting Lot, the U.S. Post Office (open until midnight on April 15), and the Economy Parking Garage and Lot, which holds 10,545 vehicles. Rates are $9 per day or $1 per 20 minutes. Clearance heights are 8 feet in the garage and 13 feet in the lot. Shuttles come by every three to seven minutes 24/7.

LONG-TERM GARAGE

This is the first large building drivers see to their left as they enter the airport loop. The Long Term Garage holds 7,635 vehicles. Rates are $15 per day or $1 per 20 minutes. The first hour is free. Clearance height is 7 feet, 10 inches, although there is a high vehicle area with a clearance of 10 feet. Go to Level 5 to take the monorail to the terminal or go to Level 2 to walk to the terminal.

SHORT-TERM GARAGE

This parking is actually on Levels 4 through 9 of the terminal building itself and will be the second building seen to the left. This garage holds 3,612 vehicles. Rates are $20 per day or $1 per 20 minutes with the first hour free. Clearance height is 6 feet, 8 inches. As in the passenger areas, parking is divided into red and blue areas and color-coded elevators take passengers down to the terminal areas.


Rental Car Companies Serving Tampa International Airport

Located at the Airport

Avis

(800) 831-2847

(813) 396-3500

www.avis.com

Budget

(800) 527-0700

(813) 877-6051

www.budget.com

Dollar Rent A Car, Inc.

(800) 800-4000

(813) 396-3640

www.dollar.com

Enterprise Rent-A-Car

(800) 736-8222

(813) 396-4000

www.enterprise.com

Hertz Car Rental

(800) 654-3131

(813) 874-3232

www.hertz.com

Thrifty Car Rental

(800) 847-4389

(813) 348-0607

www.thrifty.com

Located Off-site

Alamo

(813) 396-4140

www.alamo.com

E-Z Rent-A-Car

(800) 277-5171

(813) 287-9787

www.e-zrentacar.com

National Car Rental

(813) 396-4140

www.nationalcar.com

Payless Car Rental

(813) 289-6554

www.paylesscarrental.com

Specialty Auto Rentals

(866) 825-7005

(813) 639-9611

www.bnm.com/special.htm

U-Save Auto Rental of Florida

(888) 440-8744

(813) 282-8619 or (813) 287-1872

www.usave.com



VALET PARKING

Need an extra hand or you’re in a rush? Drop off your car at the blue departure curbside between 5:30 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. for valet service. For anytime valet service, go to Level 5 of the Short Term Garage and look for the Yeager elevators on the red side of the garage. Rates are $25 per day or $1 per half hour with a $5 minimum.

CURBSIDE DEPARTURES AND ARRIVALS

Not only is motor vehicle traffic directed to separate areas for red and blue airlines, traffic is also diverted to the upper ticketing level to drop off passengers for outgoing flights (Departures) and to the lower baggage level to pick up incoming passengers (Arrivals).

As with most major airports, security concerns do not allow drivers to park in these areas or to leave their vehicles. If someone is picking you up at the airport, have them wait in the Cell Phone Waiting Lot until after you have claimed your bags.

Leaving the Airport

All traffic exits to the south of the airport. Allow plenty of time to get to your destination. If you suddenly realize you’re in the wrong lane to make an exit, go to the next exit, get off safely, and backtrack. We want you to arrive alive!


	To get to St. Petersburg, southern Pinellas County, and the southern Pinellas County beaches, look for I–275 west (Howard Frankland Bridge).

	To get to Clearwater, northern Pinellas County, and the northern Pinellas County beaches, look for Hwy. 60 west or SR 60 west (Courtney Campbell Causeway).

	To get to downtown Tampa, look for Spruce Street.

	To get to east Tampa, east Hillsborough County, Lakeland, or Orlando, look for I–275 north and then I–4 east.

	To go north towards Brooksville, take the Veteran’s Expressway to I–75 north.



i TIA’s Web site (www.tampaairport.com/maps) contains clearly drawn interactive maps of each level. Click on the icons at the top of each map to locate rest-rooms, baggage carousels for each airline, and other necessities.

St. Petersburg-Clearwater International Airport (PIE)

St. Petersburg-Clearwater International Airport (PIE) (www.fly2pie.com) isn’t a just pie-inthe-sky maybe-someday airport. It’s been around almost as long as Tampa’s mega-port, and it has seen upwards of 1.4 million passengers a year come and go through its gates. But this PIE definitely has a flavor all its own.

It’s tropical beach-chair relaxed, and it’s easy to scoot into and out of.

And talk about being close to the beaches: You could step off a plane at PIE and be on a bayside white-sand beach within 30 minutes.

But what really sells people on the St. Petersburg-Clearwater International Airport are the low-cost, non-stop flights from many smaller markets in the U.S. and Canada.

PIE has built up such a loyal customer base, in fact, that when one airline announced they would be discontinuing service to PIE because of climbing fuel prices and other factors, they were flooded with almost 7,000 letters and e-mails from PIE fans asking them to reconsider. They did.

So here’s the rundown on the St. Petersburg-Clearwater International Airport—our favorite PIE.

i Why PIE? Built in the 1950s after the U.S. government turned over its World War II combat-training facility to Pinellas County, the airport was originally called Pinellas International Airport. PIA was already taken, however, by the airport at Peoria, Illinois. PIE it was and has been even when the name was changed again in 1957 to its present St. Petersburg-Clearwater International Airport.

Commercial Planes Servicing PIE


	Allegiant Air—Services smaller airports from Illinois to North Carolina and New York.

	Beau Rivage—Charter service to Gulfport-Biloxi, Mississippi.

	Seacoast Airlines—Charter service to Key West and Marathon, Florida.

	Sunwing Airlines—Seasonal service to Toronto, Canada.

	Transat Holidays—Seasonal service to Halifax, Nova Scotia.

	USA 3000 Airlines—Service to Chicago- O’Hare, Illinois.; Cleveland, Ohio; and St. Louis, Missouri.



In the Terminal

You’d have to work really hard to get lost here. Ticketing is at one end, baggage is at the other, and there are plenty of signs to point you in the right direction. Upstairs is a food-service concession and a lounge area. Scattered throughout the terminal are vending machines and newsstand-type vendors. Stroll through the terminal and see copper fish swimming through mangrove roots while a wading bird hunts nearby. Check out the other artwork throughout the tropically themed facility.

Even if you don’t have baggage to claim, take a few minutes to be awed by the full-scale replica of an early 1900s airboat hanging from the ceiling. Remember what you just arrived in, and then imagine the pilot and passenger who flew in a craft like the one above you in 1914 from St. Petersburg to Tampa—the word’s first heavierthan-air commercial airline flight. (Read more about the pilot, Tony Jannus, and this historymaking flight in the History chapter.)

Ground Transportation

Exit the terminal through the baggage area to get to the short-term parking ($13 per day or $2 per hour) and long-term parking ($10 per day or $2 per hour) parking areas. Both lots are open-air and are open only during scheduled flight times. The remote lot ($8 per day) is open only during peak season when the long-term lot is full.

Taxis generally wait across the curbside dropoff/pick-up area, or you can call (727) 799-2222 for a Yellow cab or Yellow shuttle van or (727) 535-0000 for a United cab.

Car rental companies serving PIE are:


	Alamo/National, (727) 530-5491 (one counter services both companies)

	Avis, (727) 530-1407

	Budget, (727) 535-5263

	Dollar, (727) 531-3557 (off-site shuttle service)

	Enterprise, (727) 524-1239

	Hertz, (727) 531-3774



Leaving the Airport

All traffic exits onto SR 686 (Roosevelt Boulevard).

Turn left (east) at the stoplight to go to I–275 to Tampa or St. Petersburg or to get to SR 688 (Ulmerton Road), which takes you west to the Largo/Seminole area and the mid-county beaches.

Turn right onto SR 686, which becomes East Bay Drive and takes you west to Largo and the mid-county beaches. Or take the first turn to the right off of SR 686 to go over the Bayside Bridge, which becomes McMullen-Booth Road. At the northern end of the Bayside Bridge, exit for SR 60 west (Gulf-to-Bay Boulevard), which takes you to Clearwater and the north county beaches, or for SR 60 east which takes you over the Courtney Campbell Bridge to Tampa.

OTHER AIRPORTS

As many as 30 other smaller heliports and airparks dot the Tampa Bay area. The ones listed below are the larger, publicly managed airports in Hillsborough and Pinellas Counties.

Tampa/Hillsborough County

In addition to Tampa International Airport, the Hillsborough County Aviation Authority oversees three other public airports, used primarily by corporate and private jets and airplanes. Each facility has rental cars, fuel, and maintenance services plus other amenities available.

Peter O. Knight Airport

Tampa’s main airport from 1935 to 1945, Peter O. Knight Airport sits on the southern tip of the Davis Islands group and right across Seddon Channel from the Port of Tampa. Peter O. Knight Airport operates seven days a week, 12 hours a day, and the seaplane basin is still operational. Call (813) 251-1752 or go to www.airnav.com/airport/ktpf for more information.

Plant City Airport

Located in eastern Hillsborough County near I–4. Call (813) 752-4710 or go to www.pcairport.net for more information.

Tampa Executive Airport (formerly Vandenberg Airport)

Located in central Hillsborough County, this airport sits just north of I–4, making it convenient to travelers heading west into Tampa or east to Orlando. Call (813) 262-1515 or go to www.tampaairport.com for more information.

St. Petersburg/Southern Pinellas County

Albert Whitted Airport

Open 24/7, Albert Whitted Airport, owned and operated by the City of St. Petersburg, services commercial and private aviation as well as such organizations as the Civil Air Patrol, Bayflight Medavac and other medical flight services, area news organizations, and some military operations (U.S. Coast Guard and U.S. Army Reserve Helicopters). Call (727) 893-7654 or go to www.stpete.org/airport/index.asp for more information.

Each October the St. Petersburg AirFest brings airshows, displays, and concerts to Albert Whitted Airport. Each April Grand Prix racecars zoom across one of Albert Whitted’s runways as part of the official racecourse (see the Spectator Sports chapter). A nearby city park offers an observation area for people who just love to watch avionic activity (see the Parks and Recreation chapter).

Clearwater/Northern Pinellas County

Clearwater Airpark

Owned by the City of Clearwater and leased to Clearwater Aircraft, Inc., the Clearwater Airpark is open every day from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. The airpark sits in a residential area in the middle of Clearwater, putting it close to area beaches and not far from U.S. 19, the main north-south road through Pinellas County. For more information, call (727) 443-3433 or go to www.clearwaterairpark.com.

i Want to see the Tampa Bay area by hot air balloon? Go to www.blastvalve.com/balloon_rides/usa/florida_balloon_rides for a list of links to companies providing a lofty view of beaches and bays.

BY LAND

Train Service

Trains brought people to Tampa and carried out valuable phosphate ore in the late 1800s. Tampa Union Station, built in 1912 when it served three passenger rail lines, reflects the preeminence of trains in the late 19th century and early 20th century. This magnificent Italian Renaissance style building is on the National Register of Historic Places and was restored in 2001.

Today, Amtrak (www.amtrak.com) offers two levels of daily train service from Tampa. Silver Service trains include the Silver Meteor and the Silver Star, both of which have sleeping accommodations, coach seating, and a dining car. Palmetto Service trains offer Business Class service, which includes complimentary non-alcoholic beverages, newspapers, and other services.

Both trains travel south to Miami and north as far as New York City.

Tampa Union Station station is located at 601 N. Nebraska Ave. (SR45), Tampa. The station is open 8:15 a.m. to 6:15 p.m., seven days a week. The Quick-Trak automated ticketing machine is available 8:15 a.m. to 6:30 p.m., seven days a week.



[image: image] Close-up




Tampa International Airport

It’s a shame most of the almost 20 million air travelers passing through Tampa International Airport each year zip through the terminal, focused on finding either a departing gate or a baggage carousel. And it’s a shame most local people think of TIA as just a place to fly out of or into.

TIA is way more than that. It’s a public art gallery. Educational field trip. Historical site. Shopping and dining destination. It’s even a place to have a child’s birthday party complete with scavenger hunt—for free!

So let’s learn about this cornerstone of the Tampa Bay area.

HISTORY

By 1928, it was clear that airplanes were more than a passing fad and that air travel held real business potential. Fourteen years earlier the first commercially scheduled heavier-than-air flight had landed in Tampa, or more accurately in Tampa Bay near the mouth of the Hillsborough River.

But trains and ships still provided much of the Tampa Bay area’s transportation, along with that newer invention, the automobile. So when Drew Field Municipal Airport opened on February 23, 1928, area residents might have wondered why anyone would want to put an airport 6 miles out in the boonies. Plus, rumor had it that another airport—what would become Peter O. Knight Airport—was in the works closer to downtown. That was another seven years away, however.

The 160 acres of mostly pine woodlands that made up Drew Field Municipal Airport had been obtained from land developer and citrus grower John H. Drew by the City of Tampa.

During World War II, Drew Field was leased to the U.S. government for use as a signal-airwarning training school and for combat air training. The government gave Drew Field back to the City of Tampa in 1945. By that point, people knew air travel was more than just a phase, so the Florida Legislature created the Hillsborough County Aviation Authority and a local tax was levied to fund the authority.

Because the U.S. Army Air Force had greatly enlarged Drew Field during World War II, commercial airline operations were moved from Peter O. Knight Airport to Drew Field in 1946. By 1952, Drew Field was serving four airlines and about one million passengers a year, and the name was changed to Tampa International Airport. By 1960, TIA was serving 11 airlines, had been designated an intercontinental airport, and could accommodate jet aircraft.

The current terminal building, with four separate airside buildings, opened in 1971. Although the design, which included an at-the-time futuristic unmanned shuttle system ferrying people between landside and airside buildings and the longest escalators in the state, was innovative, it has proved efficient. TIA has won a number of world-recognized awards for service and passenger satisfaction.

Over the years, various improvements and additions have been made to the facilities. Today, the airport occupies the original 160 acres plus another 3,140 acres—3,300 acres total—and is valued at nearly $2 billion.

TIA recognizes aviation history throughout its property. Travelers to the airport drive on Bessie Coleman Boulevard, named after the first African-American pilot (1892𠄺1926) and the first American to obtain an international pilot’s license. Elevators are named after Chuck Yeager, Ivan Sikorsky, and others.

PUBLIC ART PROGRAM

No matter where your eyes fall at TIA, they’ll see art on the floors and walls and hanging from the ceiling. Look for mosaic medallions underfoot while you’re waiting for the shuttle from Airside C to the terminal, for instance. See the manatee floating on its back amid blue and green carpet swirls of water and seagrass as you descend the escalators to claim your baggage. Both are part of TIA’s Public Art Program, established in 1998 to give employees of and travelers to TIA an aesthetic pause.

But art at Hillsborough County airports is nothing new.

In the 1930s, local artist George Snow Hill painted a set of seven murals, depicting the history of flight. Hill’s murals hung at Peter O. Knight airport until its demolition in 1965. In 1971, Mr. Hill himself restored the murals, and two of them were hung in TIA’s terminal. The rest were put in storage until 1985 when Airside E was designed with all seven murals in mind.

Perhaps the most viewed artwork at the airport is the flock of life-sized metal pelicans hanging in suspended flight over the escalator wells between the Transfer and Baggage Claim Levels. Sculpted by Roy Butler, of Plantation, Florida, this flock has been part of a collection of metal bird scenes at the airport since the early 1970s. More of these birds swoop low over walkway areas and roost on a life-size mangrove right in the middle of all the bustle on the ticketing level (Level 2).

Glass art, paintings, tile work, photographs, sculptures, tapestries—they’re all waiting to be discovered at TIA. Want to know more about the artwork? Stop at one of the information kiosks located at the top of the escalators or go to www.tampaairport.com/about/guest_services/public_art.

ACTIVITIES AT THE AIRPORT

Ever wonder what an airplane gas station looks like? Take the free airfield tour at TIA and visit the fuel farm to find out. Groups of up to 20 people tour the service roads in a minibus, talk to the fire fighters at the airport fire department, learn about the runways, and watch planes take off and land from really close-up ground level. Tours are offered seven days a week and last about an hour, and participants must be at least five years old.

Or take a free, one-hour guided walking tour of the terminal to learn about the airport design, public art program, and security measures. Tours are offered days and evenings, seven days a week, and participants must be at least five years old.

Want to explore the terminal on your own at 3 a.m.? Call ahead and you’ll receive information that will allow you to conduct a self-guided tour any time of day or in the wee hours of the morning.

How about a scavenger hunt in the airport terminal? Or a birthday party—complete with airport games and a tour or scavenger hunt—for your child age 7 to 12? It’s all free (you supply the cake and beverages) for the asking. If you come by during the Thanksgiving and Christmas holiday season, you just might catch a local band or chorus making merry with music.

Call (813) 870-8759 to arrange for any of the tours or activities.

SHOPPING AND DINING

Space prohibits our telling you about all the shops in the airport terminal and the dining options. Suffice it to say you could spend an afternoon browsing the sports and beach gear, clothing, books, and toys. Then have a humungous root beer float while watching planes land and take off. Or enjoy a table-service meal at one of several chain restaurants in the terminal. Really want to impress your significant other? Try dinner at The View at CK’s (see Restaurants chapter), a revolving, roof-top restaurant capping the Airport Marriott Hotel (see Accommodations chapter). A complete listing of shops and restaurants can be found at www.tampaairport.com/about/shops.

So there you have it. And you thought an airport was just for catching a flight.





Bus Stations

Three Greyhound bus stations serve the Tampa Bay area. Each station offers package express and charter services. While the Web site (www.greyhound.com) list times of operations, each station cautions that these are subject to change.

The Tampa Greyhound Station is at 610 Polk St., Tampa, and the main phone number is (813) 229-2174. The station is open 24/7, but ticketing and package express hours vary.

The St. Petersburg Greyhound Station is at 180 9th St. N, St. Petersburg, and the main phone number is (727) 898-1496. The station is open from 8 a.m. until 7:30 p.m. Sunday through Thursday and until 10 p.m. on Friday and Saturday. Package express and ticketing hours are the same as station hours.

The Clearwater Greyhound Station is at 2815 Gulf-to-Bay Blvd., Clearwater, and the main phone number is (727) 796-7315. The station is open from 6 a.m. until 7 p.m. 365 days a year. Package express and ticketing hours are the same as station hours.

Charter Buses

The Federal Transit Administration, part of the U.S. Department of Transportation, oversees private charter operations. For information about charter bus services in the Tampa Bay area, search the FTA database at http://ftawebprod.fta.dot.gov/charterregistration.

Public Buses, Streetcars, and Trolleys

HART (HILLSBOROUGH AREA REGIONAL TRANSIT AUTHORITY)

www.hartline.org

HART operates more than just a bus system. Billing itself as being “in the business of connecting people,” HART also provides paratransit service to people unable to use the regular bus system because of a disability, coordinates and underwrites vanpooling, and works with employers to offer public transportation passes to employees.

Trollies and streetcars, operated by HART on Tampa streets, add a touch of color and charm to downtown and historic sections of Tampa. If you visit the Ybor City area on just the right day, you just might catch the Birney—the only fully restored original streetcar in Florida. The Birney traveled Ybor City streets back in the early part of the 20th century. Then buses came along in 1946, and the street cars were sent to some place other than street car heaven. This particular car was found 45 years later, rusting away and being used as a storage shed. Some of the volunteers who restored the Birney remember riding it as youngsters.

For bus schedules and maps and to purchase fares online, go to HART’s Web site, or call (813) 254-4278 for more information. A note of caution: We found 2006 rates on the streetcar page of the HART Web site in 2009. Look at the date at the bottom of the Web page to be sure the information is current—good advice anytime you look for information online!

PSTA (PINELLAS SUNCOAST TRANSIT AUTHORITY)

www.psta.net

PSTA’s buses run the length of Pinellas County, or for a quarter you can ride the Looper, a trolley serving the downtown St. Petersburg area. Other trolleys connect the beach cities.

PSTA also provides on-demand service to disabled people through its DART program, and provides connector service to Tampa.

For information about routes and schedules or to purchase tickets online, go to www.psta.net. Or call (727) 540-1900 for more information.

Driving Around

Some people are born with maps and compasses in their heads. They only have to travel a road once and they know where it intersects with what and how it connects point Q with point Z.

Then there are the rest of us who do dry runs the day before we travel anywhere other than the grocery store. For those of us in this category, here’s a breakdown of the major north-south and east-west roads in the Tampa Bay area.

i Call 5-1-1 or go to www.511tampabay.com for real-time traffic and road information in the Tampa Bay area.

North-South Main Highways

Stretching from Michigan to Miami, I–75 brings a steady flow of visitors to the Tampa Bay area from both north and south. Just inside the Pasco-Hillsborough County line and north of Tampa, I–275 splits off from I–75. I–75 veers to the east, skirts the downtown area, and runs through the New Tampa area (northeastern part of Tampa) and then south. While I–75 charts an inland course, I–275 bears slightly west before dropping straight south into downtown Tampa.

Just before reaching the downtown area proper, I–275 receives I–4 traffic coming from the east. Shortly past this junction, I–275 turns west. The last few Tampa-side exits take traffic slightly north to Tampa International Airport or to meet SR 60, which takes traffic to Clearwater over the Courtney Campbell Causeway (see Close-Up: Bridging the Bay).

I–275 continues west about 3 miles over the Howard Frankland Bridge. As the bridge ends, exits take traffic south to St. Petersburg via 4th Street N., west to SR 688 (Ulmerton Road) to Largo, Seminole, and the mid-County beaches (and also to SR 680/Roosevelt Boulevard and the St. Petersburg-Clearwater International Airport), and south to Pinellas Park/St. Petersburg via 9th Street N. (Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Street N.).

I–275 continues south through Pinellas County until it joins U.S. 19 and crosses the Sunshine Skyway Bridge in south St. Petersburg. Once across the Sunshine Skyway Bridge, I–275 bears east and rejoins I–75 as the Interstate continues south to the Port Charlotte area and then to Fort Myers.

i Past visitors to the Tampa Bay area may remember the I–275/I–4 “Malfunction Junction” that backed traffic up for miles because of bottlenecks and accidents. R ecent construction has traffic flowing smoothly in that area, although you still need to pay attention—a couple of I–4 eastbound exits are on the left.

Also running north-south through northwestern Hillsborough County is a toll road, the Veterans’ Expressway, that begins just north of Tampa International Airport and just past where SR 60 takes traffic west to Clearwater. The Veterans’ Expressway becomes the Suncoast Parkway, which shoots traffic north through two other counties. You can buy a pass at www.sunpass.com or at many area stores. Otherwise, stock up on quarters. Tolls range from 25 cents to $1.25, and the toll plazas tend to break up what is supposed to be a swift ride into chunks of stopand-go traffic.

Before there were interstates bypassing city traffic, there were highways. U.S. 19, built in 1926, has carried long-haul trucks and winter snowbirds from Lake Eerie, Pennsylvania, to Pinellas County, Florida, for much of that time. In Pinellas County itself, U.S. 19 remains the main northsouth route, running from the Pasco-Pinellas border in the north to the Sunshine Skyway Bridge in the south.

U.S. Hwy. 19—or just plain old 19, to us—in our area has had a bad reputation for the number of traffic deaths that have occurred along various stretches. In recent years, overpasses have been constructed at main intersections, a right-turn only lane has been added in stretches, and better signage and address markers have been added to alleviate some of the problems. “Pray for me—I drive U.S. 19,” bumper stickers aren’t as common as they once were. Still, 19 carries a lot of vehicles driven by drivers trying to get to work, by drivers unfamiliar with the area, and by big-rig truckers. It’s worth using extra caution when traveling this busy road.

i To make matters more confusing, there’s also Alternate U.S. 19, which splits from U.S. 19 just north of the Pasco-Pinellas County line. Alternate U.S. 19 runs down western Pinellas County and was the original route for U.S. Hwy. 19.

On the Tampa side of the bay, U.S. 41 connected Miami with Michigan long before I–75 was built, and the portion of U.S. 41 running between Tampa and Miami is still known as the Tamiami (“tammy-ammy”) Trail. All the main north-south roads in Tampa, starting with Dale Mabry Hwy. in the west, Florida Ave., Nebraska Ave., and N. 56th/S. 50th streets, tie into U.S. 41 at one point or another.

East-West Main Highways

I–4 runs east-west through the middle of Hillsborough County across the middle of the state and connects the Tampa Bay area with Orlando and Daytona Beach.

Four roads running east-west connect Pinellas County to Hillsborough County. Tampa Road sounds like it should be in Hillsborough County













	Look for the “Florida Bicycling Street Smart” brochure, available online or in PDF format, on the Florida Department of Transportation’s pedestrian and bicycle safety page (www.dot.state.fl.us/safety/ped_bike/ped_bike.shtm). Also on this page are links to “Bicycle Laws” and to “Bicycle Touring Information” (maps, lists of trails, etc.).

	Look for “Bicycle Suitability Maps” on Hillsborough County’s Metropolitan Planning Organization Web site (www.hillsboroughmpo.org).

	Tampa BayCycle’s Web page (www.tampabaycycle.com) lists clubs and events and also information about the Emergency Ride Home Program offering free transportation home to cyclists who commute to work at least two days a week.
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	For online information about the marine weather forecast and tides, go to the National Weather Service/National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Web page at www.srh.noaa.gov/tbw/tampabaymarineweather.htm

	For a list of public marinas and boat ramps in Pinellas County, go to www.pinellasmarina.com

	For a list of links and phone numbers to other boating helps in Pinellas County, go to www.stpete.org/marina/boating_and_marine_links.asp

	For a list of Hillsborough County marinas, go to www.centralfloridafishingreport.com/FishingInfo/212.html

	For a list of other boating helps and organizations in Hillsborough County, go to www.floridasmart.com/local/counties/hillsborough/sports_boating.htm

	For a list of Florida’s seaports, go to http://dlis.dos.state.fl.us/fgils/seaports.html
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