WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING
“As essential as sunscreen and a must-have for anyone visiting or living in South
Florida.”—MAC STONE, author of Everglades: America’s Wetland
“An alluring snapshot, capturing the regions’
fun side with fishing, fantasy, food, and an
overall funky feel.”—MARY BARLEY,
chair, Everglades Trust
“Delivers all of the hidden and not-so-hidden
gems that even the most discerning traveler
needs to have for a true national park
experience in South Florida, combining the
ever-evolving story of the unique and amazing
Everglades ecosystem with the must-do’s for
every visitor.”—JOHN ADORNATO,
Sun Coast Regional Director, National Parks
Conservation Association
“More than just a guidebook: it’s a warm,
inviting exploration of South Florida’s natural
beauty and history.”—LAURA
ALBRITTON, author of Miami for Families:
A Vacation Guide for Parents and Kids
“Shows readers how to experience natural beauty in places they would never find on
their own—and makes the workings of this complicated ecosystem easy to
understand.”—DANIEL BURKHARDT, editor of Florida Bay Forever: A Story of
Water from the Everglades to the Keys
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Q&A with ROBERT SILK
author of
An Ecotourist’s Guide to the Everglades
and the Florida Keys

Your guide includes dozens upon dozens of highlighted trails and attractions. How did
you go about curating all of the information you provide?

I’ve personally been to the large majority of venues discussed in the book. In
the case of the hiking and paddling trails, I’ve experienced these spots over the
course of living in South Florida for over a decade. I visited several, though, as I
was researching the book. Since I’m not a diver, I relied on numerous interviews
to cull out the top diving spots.

If you had to pick a favorite trail from your book, what would it be?

My favorite place to hike is Fakahatchee Strand State Preserve. It’s just the
perfect primordial swamp. If you hike the East Main Trail to the old cabin to see
the gator hole, it’s amazing. My favorite on-the-water excursion is just touring
Florida Bay. If you have the energy to paddle from Flamingo to Snake Bight, the
bird life there is incredible.
This guide also includes bits of local history and culture. What made you decide to include
this information in the book, and what piece of history did you find the most intriguing?

History and culture make for great story telling, and while I wanted to write a
guidebook, I wanted one that people would pick up as a fun read as well. I think
my favorite piece of history in the book is the background of the Ten Thousand
Islands region. It truly was the Wild West of the East Coast.
What advice would you give people who are visiting the Everglades or the Florida Keys for
the first time?

Get out of the car as much as you can. Other than using common sense, don’t
be afraid of the wildlife. And also make sure to give the Everglades the time they
deserve. Carry bug spray, even though you’ll often find you don’t need to use it.
You’ve written for various newspapers and currently serve as the Florida tourism and
airlines editor for Travel Weekly. What’s one of the most memorable stories that you’ve
covered in these positions?

For the Key West Citizen, I covered lots of hard news and environmental
stories. I was the first to begin covering the Ponzi scheme of a developer called
Cay Clubs, whose CEO was recently sentenced to 40 years in federal prison. In
addition, I wrote many stories about the perils that Florida Bay, the reefs, and
their sea life face due to pollution. For Travel Weekly, I get to travel around
Florida, and sometimes the world, writing about resorts and destinations. I
loved writing about Switzerland.
What do you hope readers will enjoy the most about your book?

I hope they’ll get a feel for the real southern Florida and its environs. Lots of
people think only of beaches and sun when they think of Florida. While those
aspects are great, there’s so much more to appreciate. The waterways here—not
just the coasts, but all over the state—are the most beautiful in the U.S.
The Everglades are unique to the world. And the cultural milieu here is
fascinating.
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Southern Florida, with its 7 million inhabitants and its well-earned
reputation for sprawl, is viewed by many as little more than a concrete
jungle with beaches. Fortunately for outdoors lovers, that impression
is far from accurate.
The region
egion is home to the largest national park east of the Missis
Mississippi. Its waters contain the third-largest barrier reef system in the
world. And along many of its shorelines are miles of mostly untouched
mangrove forest.
Take
ke a drive east on the Tamiami Trail, between the suburban edges
of Naples and Miami, and you’ll pass some 75 miles of almost entirely
undeveloped landscape.
Head
ad south from there, down the Krome Avenue corridor, and you’ll
see the core of South Florida’s little-publicized agricultural community.
Farther
Fa
rther west again, beyond the rural belt, lies the main entrance
to Everglades National Park. The park’s 38-mile Ingraham Highway
transports visitors past inland pine forests, strands of cypress trees, and
sawgrass marshes before ending at the Flamingo visitor complex on the
serene shores of Florida Bay.
Back to the east, outside the park, the 128-mile Overseas Highway through the Florida Keys crosses 42 bridges, offering breathtaking views of open seas, small islands, and mysterious shallow water
estuaries.
All told, these approximately 275 miles of roadways serve as a gateway to three national parks, five national wildlife refuges, the sprawling
• 1 •

F
O
O
PR

The elkhorn corals on Horseshoe reef, off Key Largo, serve as alluring habitat for several sergeant major
fish. Courtesy of Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary.
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Big Cypress National Preserve, the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary, and 12 state parks. Together they protect almost 5 million acres
of land and water, making southern Florida far more than just a place
of strip malls, swimming pools, and winter sunshine.
With so much public land, and with their diverse and spectacular assortment of marine habitats, the southern Everglades and Florida Keys
are indeed a premier destination for ecotourists. Diving and snorkeling
the reefs, paddling through winding mangrove tunnels, hiking through
hangpine forests, fishing the world-class shallows of Florida Bay, and hang
ing out on isolated sandy beaches are just some of the activities that are
available.
More
re conventional roadside stop-offs also abound. The Keys, with
its plethora of dockside restaurants, fish markets, and watering holes,
is known for its laid-back charm. The Tamiami Trail harkens visitors
back to the 1950s and earlier, when most of southern Florida’s com
communities were rural outposts. In the agricultural Redland area, farm
shops proudly display tropical fruits that won’t grow anywhere else in
the continental United States.

The coastal prairie of Everglades National Park is one of eight distinct ecosystems within the
1.5-million-acre preserve. Courtesy of the National Park Service.
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Small mangrove islands dot the glassy water of Florida Bay in Everglades National Park. Courtesy of
the National Park Service.
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But sadly, even in their wildest, most isolated areas, the Everglades
and
nd the Florida Keys are a landscape altered. Canals, built in the last
dimincentury to protect cities and farmlands from flooding, have dimin
ished the traditional north-to-south flow of freshwater that has shaped
the Everglades and nourished its plant and animal life for 5,000 years.
Water pollution, destruction of hardwood forests, overfishing, and an
inundation of exotic plant and animal species also continue to harm
the area’s habitat, both on land and beneath the sea. Meanwhile, rising
seas, caused by climate change, have the potential to transform and
even swallow vast swaths of low-lying southern Florida in the decades
to come.
Fortunately, many efforts are underway to reverse the damage that
poor management practices have wrought on the Everglades and the
waters of the Keys. The biggest of those, a multidecade program called
the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan, was passed by Congress in 2000. Estimated to cost $13.5 billion as of 2015, it’s the largest
ecosystem restoration plan the world has ever seen.
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Progress on the plan’s more than 60 separate projects was slow but
tangible through the first decade and a half of its incarnation. But other
public and private initiatives to preserve the habitats of southern Florida are also afoot.
As a result, visitors to the Everglades and the Keys can choose among
numerous attractions that are dedicated to the local environment. Museums, nonprofit foundations, and historic sites throughout the region
provide opportunities to learn about the natural and human forces that
have shaped this beautiful southeastern corner of North America.

