
Dry Tortugas
National Park

Stand at the southernmost tip of the continental
United States, in the pastel tones of Key West,

Florida, and look at the sunset. Seventy miles out
awaits a small cluster of seven islands (keys) made of
coral reef and sand. One has a large 19th-Century
fort, pirate legends, links to an infamous assassin,
gin-clear waters for diving and snorkeling, and rare
bird species.

With nothing but blue sea between you and the
Dry Tortugas National Park (‘tortugas’ is Spanish for
turtles), the only transportation is via ferry (or
private boat) or seaplane. I took the latter, and
watched the sea turtles from the air. Once again on
land at Garden Key, the largest all-masonry fort in
the U.S., Fort Jefferson, dominates the landscape. To
cool off and feed your history nerdiness, take a tour.
Inside the walls and walkways are amazingly cool.
You’ll learn about pirates, shipwrecks and reefs for
mysterious and breath-taking dive sites, the Harbor
Light, and a famous prisoner — the doctor who set
John Wilkes Booth’s broken leg.

The soundtrack for this park is birds. The Sooty
Tern (80,000-100,000 of them) comes ashore only a
few times per year. Its life is spent flying and floating,
earning it the nickname of ‘Wideawake Tern.’ The
Tortugas are also the only U.S. nesting spot for the
Masked Booby, a bird that catches dinner by piercing
the water as a high-speed bird rocket, and the
Magnificent Frigatebird with its seven- to eight-foot
wingspan.

PREPARATIONS AND FACILITIES

A Tortugas trip should be considered ‘roughing
it.’ With no food, beverages, or lodging facilities in
the park, bring your own snacks, water, sunscreen,

and so forth. Whatever you pack-in, you must pack-
out. Some ferry tours offer snacks, drinks, and
snorkeling gear. There is a 68-person primitive
campsite; first-come-first-served with reservations
needed for one group site. If you’ve never seen the
night sky constellations away from city lights, stay
overnight and look up!

Biscayne
National Park

Point north on the Overseas Highway (US1)
through the Keys to Homestead, then hang a

right. On the eastern coast lies 173,000 acres of
national park protecting four ecosystems: Florida’s
longest expanse of mangrove forest on its eastern
coast, the northern Keys, a bay, and the third largest
coral reef on the planet.

Since 95% of this park is submerged (and I’m a
bit afraid of water) it seems I missed the biggest and
best parts of this one! For example, remnants of
10,000 years of human history, including six
shipwrecks, can be explored in the Maritime
Heritage Trail (which does have that underwater
requirement). There are also sharks, manatees, 500
species of fish, and brilliantly colored reefs to
explore; fishing, lobstering, and boating to enjoy;
and guided eco-adventures, canoe trips, paddle
craft, and snorkeling on site.

Above sea level, Boca Chita Key’s lighthouse is worth
a visit, as is the Jones Family Historic District & Lagoon.
For nature hiking, boat out to Elliott Key for a one-mile
loop trail, and the six-mile ‘spite highway’ (indulge
your history geek and ask about this story!) down the
middle of the key.

PREPARATIONS AND FACILITIES

For courageous aquatic explorers, bring your
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through the park by car, bike,
walking, or water. On State
Highway 9336 West from
Homestead, stop at the Ernest F.
Coe Visitor Center just inside the
park. Rangers have great tips for
your travel, and there are
walkways to explore. You could
spend days and days on all the
side ‘roads’ (loose description),
boardwalks, and trails on this
route.

From Miami, enter the
Everglades via US 41. You’ll find one
of the ‘best bike trails’ in the state
and an observation tower at Shark
Valley. As an alternative, you can hire

a guided tour adventure to hit the
highlights.

PREPARATIONS AND FACILITIES

A weather app and
navigational assistance are very
useful in this area. If you’re visiting
in summer, don’t forget the
wearable insect repellent and
sunscreen. Any time of year, bring
your attention span — 27 snake
species and the ubiquitous
alligators and crocodiles live here.
The favorite season for lower
humidity, fewer insects, and milder
temperatures is between December
and April.

Two developed campgrounds

(Flamingo and Long Pine Key) are
drive-in and welcome tents and
RVs. A ‘leave no trace’ backcountry
camping experience is available at
various park locations.

Big Cypress
National Preserve

Making my way northwest
through the Everglades, I

blended seamlessly into the Big
Cypress. With no discernable
boundary, these 729,000 acres
became America’s first ‘national
preserve.’ While protecting the
endangered Florida panther with
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own gear, or rent at several local
businesses authorized to operate
in the park. Tropical climates and
randomly changing weather
dictates clothing, sunscreen, and
bug spray. For overnight stays,
camp in relative comfort with
access to drinking water, showers,
and restrooms on Elliott Key. Boca
Chita Key, with toilets, shade, and
no water, is the only other
camping location in the park.
Both can only be reached by boat.

All the information you need
for this location, which is more
Caribbean than continental, is at
Dante Fascell Visitor Center,

Gallery & Museum (nine miles
east of Homestead). 

Everglades
National Park

The dual distinction of being the
largest wilderness east of the

Mississippi River and the country’s
largest subtropical wilderness
belongs to the ‘River of Grass.’
While is seems improbable to the
human mind, this 1.5-million-acre
ecosystem is a river keeping time
on a metronome set to eons.

While my intent was to focus
binoculars on as many of the 360

different birds as possible during
my adventure into the ‘Glades,’ I
kept getting distracted by the
surroundings — nine distinct
ecosystems, to be exact. With
sloughs, sawgrass, mangroves,
hammocks, and ‘tree islands,’ the
landscape itself is worth the trip.
Three hundred fish species, 40
species of mammals, 50 reptile
species, and 36 threatened or
protected types of fauna, as well as
39 native orchids, 750 seed-
bearing plants, and flora dating
back 360 million years all call this
land their home.

Take your own journey
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the largest contiguous habitat acreage, this
destination has multi-use activities.

Ranger-led activities abound here for all abilities
and ages. For example, the campfire talks and night sky
programs are fun for the whole family. Hiking
adventures with rangers include a prairie, lake, sinkhole,
and other wetlands. Explore the vast space in swamp
buggies or airboats. Licensed fishing and hunting are
allowed, managed by the National Park Service. Also,
Miccosukee and Seminole Tribes continue indigenous
access to plant and animal resources.

In this area of the state, US 41 is famously known
as the Tamiami Trail, running beside a canal of the same
name. Whether entering from east or west, there are
numerous ORV, hiking, and waterway trails. Stop at
either the Oasis Visitor Center or the Big Cypress
Swamp Welcome Center respectively. The southwestern
corner of this park opens into the Ten Thousand Islands
National Wildlife Refuge with world-class canoe trails
and wilderness waterways. 

PREPARATIONS AND FACILITIES

Maps, GPS, or a keen sense of direction are
helpful. From May through October, also known as
the rainy season, the words mosquitoes and

unbearable are often heard loudly in the same
sentence.

In the northern part of Big Cypress, I 75/Hwy 93
is known as Alligator Alley. It bisects the Florida
Panther National Wildlife Refuge and the
Fakahatchee Strand State Preserve, and then crosses
due east and west through Big Cypress, the
Miccosukee Reservation, and the Everglades and
Francis S. Taylor Wildlife Management Area.

Inside the preserve, tents and RVs are welcome
at five developed campgrounds with three tents-only
locations. In the backcountry, multi-use trails lead to
‘pack-in– pack-out’ primitive adventures.

De Soto
National Memorial Park

On the way to immerse in five centuries of the
state’s history at De Soto National Memorial

Park, US 41 passes right by prehistoric relics too
tempting to ignore – shark’s teeth. An 18- to 35-foot
fossil layer, ten million years old, continually feeds
archeological interests with fossilized teeth of these
mysterious creatures. The beaches at Venice are
tailor-made for an authentic hands-in-the-sand
treasure hunt.

To reach the DeSoto Memorial, go west in
Bradenton to where the Manatee River enters the
southern end of Tampa Bay. The origins of this 26-
acre park memorialize not only the arrival of
Europeans in the early 16th Century, but the native
cultures and landscapes documented at the time. As
the records of history are more often than not
lopsided and one-sided, this park strives to tell a
balanced recounting of the legacies from time. A nice
system of trails (sand and boardwalks) wanders
through the mangroves, to the beach, and among
the memorials.

This park is rich with family activities like
sunset cruises, fishing and fossil adventures, kayak
tours, living history demonstrations with re-
enactors, a 16th Century native village recreation,
and a National Parks Junior Ranger Summer Camp
for the kids. 

PREPARATIONS AND FACILITIES

This is a day use park, open year-round with no
entrance fees. Swing into the visitor’s center
(exhibits, info, and an interesting short movie) before
setting out into the park. Tip: For the shark teeth side
trip, take a baggy — wet pockets get heavy!   •

For more information, visit: nps.gov.
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“There is nothing so American as our national parks.
The fundamental idea behind the parks...

is that the country belongs to the people…
for the enrichment of the lives of all of us.” 

— PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT




