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ARTS AND CULTURE

For a state filled with 663 miles of
beaches, theme parks featuring mice,
boy wizards, killer whales, LEGOs and

space travel, it may be surprising to learn
there are also world-famous museums and
myriad cultural gems in Florida. Here’s a look
at a few that ought not to be missed during a
visit, wherever travel plans may take you.

BEAUTY IS IN THE EYE 
OF THE BEHOLDER
The world’s largest collection of Louis
Comfort Tiffany art is found at the Charles
Hosmer Morse Museum in Winter Park,
just outside of Orlando. Impressive works of
art include the chapel interior Tiffany de-
signed for the 1893 World’s Columbian
Exposition in Chicago, not to mention the
leaded-glass windows and lamps.

Also in Winter Park, the Rollins Cornell
Fine Arts Museum features a combination of
original and traveling exhibitions, from early
Renaissance to contemporary, which means
ever-changing exhibits. Be sure to check out
the museum’s permanent collection, in-
cluding works by Matisse and Picasso.

Designed by San Francisco architect
Stanley Saitowitz, the Tampa Museum of Art
building is artwork unto itself. Step inside
and find galleries filled with changing ex-
hibits to suit everyone’s tastes. 

A year ago, the Dalí Museum made a
huge splash in the arts world with the
opening of its 20,000-square-foot museum
dedicated to the world’s most comprehensive
collection of masterpieces by the artist him-
self, including 96 oil paintings; more than
100 watercolors and drawings; and 1,300

graphics, photos, sculptures and objets d’art.
The surrealism begins even before you walk
through the door. 

The Armed Forces Military Museum in
Largo is 35,000 square feet of permanent, in-
teractive exhibits, including replicas of
wartime scenarios, from World War I to the
Korean War.

Though its name is most commonly as-
sociated with circuses, the John and Mable
Ringling Museum of Art in Sarasota, built
in the late 1920s, is a stunning collection of
American, Asian and European master-
works, including Rubens, van Dyck,
Velázques, Titian, El Greco and more. And,
yes, a circus museum.

Railroad tycoon Henry Flagler was instru-
mental in developing south Florida, and his
hotels helped establish tourism in the state.
The Henry Morrison Flagler Museum in
Palm Beach—Florida’s first museum—is a tes-
tament to Flagler’s history and the Gilded Age.

The Patty & Jay Baker Naples Museum
of Art, open seasonally (October through
June), is 30,000 square feet spread over
three stories with 15 galleries and a glass-

BY SUSAN B. BARNES
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dome conservatory. The entrance gates are
by metal artist Albert Paley and, once in-
side, look up to see chandeliers by glass
artist Dale Chihuly. Inside the galleries
you’ll find world-class paintings, sculpture
and drawings.

The largest museum in Florida, the
Norton Museum of Art in Naples is interna-
tionally known for its permanent collection.
Visitors are amazed by the 19th- and 20th-cen-
tury Chinese, European and American works
of art, not to mention contemporary art and
photography. 

ALL THE WORLD’S A STAGE
The Peabody Auditorium in Daytona Beach
is home to not only a series of Broadway
shows, but also the London Symphony
Orchestra, the Daytona Beach Symphony
Society and the Daytona Beach Civic Ballet.

Broadway-caliber shows often make their
way to the David A. Straz, Jr. Center for the
Performing Arts in Tampa, not to mention
comedians and musical acts, delighting audi-
ences time and again. 

With Music Director Stefan Sanderling at
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ANNUAL EVENTS

MARCH
Gasparilla International Film Festival 
Miami International Film Festival

APRIL
Florida Film Festival
Palm Beach International Film Festival
Sarasota Film Festival

OCTOBER
Tampa International Gay & Lesbian 

Film Festival

THE NEW DALÍ MUSEUM IN TAMPA JERSEY BOYS
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ARTS AND CULTURE

the helm, The Florida Orchestra is consid-
ered one of the best in America, and performs
nearly 100 concerts annually throughout
Tampa, Clearwater and St. Petersburg. 

Designed by the Frank Lloyd Wright
Foundation, Ruth Eckerd Hall in Clearwater
boasts near-perfect acoustics and has 

received rave reviews from artists, techni-
cians and audiences through the years. 

Built in 1936, the Martin Theatre in
Panama City has gone through a renais-
sance of its own—including being a
shooting gallery—and today sets the stage
for live productions.
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David A. Straz, Jr. Center for the Performing Arts | strazcenter.org

Enzian Theater | enzian.org

Florida Orchestra | floridaorchestra.org

Henry Morrison Flagler Museum | flaglermuseum.us

Martin Theatre | martintheatre.com

Miami Science Museum | miamisci.org

Museum of Discovery & Science | mods.org

Museum of Science & History | themosh.org

Museum of Science and Industry | mosi.org

Norton Museum of Art | norton.org

Olympia Theater | gusmancenter.org

Orlando Science Center | osc.org

Patty & Jay Baker Naples Museum of Art | thephil.org/museum/museum.html

Peabody Auditorium | peabodyauditorium.org

Polk Theatre | polktheatre.org

Rollins Cornell Fine Arts Museum | rollins.edu/cfam 

Ruth Eckerd Hall | rutheckerdhall.com

South Florida Science Museum | sfsm.org

Tampa Museum of Art | tampamuseum.org

Tampa Theatre | tampatheatre.org

The Armed Forces Military Museum | armedforcesmuseum.com

The Charles Hosmer Morse Museum | morsemuseum.org

The Dalí Museum | thedali.org

The Florida Theatre | floridatheatre.com

The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art | ringling.org

Experience One of 
America’s Great 
House Museums

“An absolute must-see”
~ National Geographic Traveler

(561) 655-2833

A National Historic Landmark

Start here to learn who 
invented modern Florida

THE SILVER SCREEN
The Florida Theatre in Jacksonville is a ter-
rific introduction to movie palaces built
throughout the state in the late 1920s, many
of which feature Mediterranean-influenced
design with balconies, windows, columns,
fountains and night skies with twinkling
“stars” overhead. 

Seeing a movie or concert at the Tampa
Theatre is a magical experience. Definitely
arrive early to the 1926 theater for a Mighty
Wurlitzer Theater Organ performance be-
fore the main event. 

Built in 1928 by J.E. Casale, the Polk
Theatre in Lakeland stays true to the movie
palace splendor. Independent feature films,
cult classics and live musical performances fit
the bill at this glorious old movie palace. 

The Olympia Theater at the Gusman
Center for the Performing Arts in Miami is
another such gem. In addition to feature
films, the 1926 theater hosts live perform-
ances, and community and social events.

For more than 25 years, the Enzian
Theater in Orlando has been dedicated to
connecting the community with inde-
pendent feature films and providing a venue
for intimate musical performances. Its com-

munity outreach is cemented with its hosting
of several festivals, including producing the
acclaimed Florida Film Festival.

WEIRD SCIENCE
With its space exploration, extreme weather
and biodiversity, it’s no wonder that several
reputable science museums are found
throughout the state. 

Hands-on, interactive exhibits, laser and
star shows, and even IMAX theaters will de-
light kids. Check out the Museum of Science
& History in Jacksonville, Orlando Science
Center, Museum of Science and Industry in
Tampa, South Florida Science Museum in
West Palm Beach, Fort Lauderdale Museum
of Discovery and Science, or the Miami
Science Museum.

ORLANDO SCIENCE CENTER
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Birding and Wildlife Trail (GFBWT), a

program of the Florida Fish and Wildlife

Conservation Commission, is a 2,000-mile

highway trail designed to promote bird and

wildlife-watching opportunities, as well as

encourage conservation.

The trail is divided into four sections—

northwest, east, west and south—and nine

“gateway” sites have been designated at ex-

ceptional birding locations: in Northwest

Florida, Big Lagoon State Park in Pensacola

and St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge

near Tallahassee; Ft. Clinch State Park in

Fernandina Beach, Merritt Island National

Wildlife Refuge in Titusville, and Tenoroc

Fish Management Area in Lakeland in the

east; Paynes Prairie Preserve State Park in

Gainesville and Fort De Soto County Park

in St. Petersburg to the west; and

Corkscrew Swamp Sanctuary in Naples and

Loxahatchee National Wildlife Refuge near

Boynton Beach in the south. These gateway

sites have staffed visitor centers complete

with birdwatching tips, loaner optics and

copies of the free trail guide booklets.

WILDLIFE VIEWING

FEATHER

SNOWY EGRET AT MERRITT ISLAND

Birds of a BY SUSAN B. BARNES
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A
nnually, tens of thousands make

their pilgrimages south during the

winter months to warmer weather,

brighter sun and richer feeding grounds.

And those are just the snowbirds! 

During these same winter months,

hundreds of species of birds find their way

to Florida during migration, not to men-

tion the myriad species that call Florida

their home year-round. It’s no wonder,

then, that the Sunshine State is a popular

destination for birders the world over, any

time of year.

GREAT FLORIDA BIRDING 

AND WILDLIFE TRAIL

More than 500 species of birds have been

documented in Florida, and with the right

planning, you can most likely spot a few to

mark off your Life List. The Great Florida
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NORTHWEST FLORIDA

In the Northwest Florida section of the

GFBWT, there are 78 sites at which bird-

watchers will want to roost, from Pensacola

to Panama City to Tallahassee and points in

between. Keep an eye out for the Bachman’s

sparrow, black-whiskered vireo and roseate

spoonbill (often mistaken for flamingos) in

this part of the state. 

TO THE EAST

The East Florida section of the GFBWT

was the first to open in 2000. Of the 40 most

popular species sought after in Florida, the

bald eagle, Florida grasshopper sparrow and

the elusive yellow rail, to name a few, are

found in the east section. More than 180

birding sites can be found from Amelia

Island, Jacksonville and St. Augustine south

through Daytona Beach and Cocoa Beach to

Port St. Lucie, and west through Orlando

and Lakeland up to Ocala. 

FLY WEST

One hundred and fifteen sites make up the

West Florida section of the GFBWT, which

encompasses Madison in northern Florida

hugging the west coastline through Tampa

and St. Petersburg, south through

Bradenton and Anna Maria Island, with a

few inland counties thrown into the mix.

Here birders will find the magnificent

frigatebird, piping plover, snowy plover and

swallow-tailed kite. 

WAY DOWN SOUTH

Head to southern Florida and birders will

find more than 116 sites crisscrossing the

state from Sarasota south to Naples along

the west coast, through the Everglades, and

east to Ft. Lauderdale, Miami and the

Florida Keys. Of the 40 most sought-after

birds in Florida, the scarce masked booby,

purple gallinule and white-tailed kite may be

spotted here. 

Birdwatching tours and events are sched-

uled throughout the state, year-round. For

more information on these events and an up-

to-date listing, visit floridabirdingtrail.com. 

To make the most out of wildlife-viewing excursions, good binoculars are a must. Binocular choice is quite

personal. Ideally, they should be waterproof (not just water repellent) and nitrogen purged; provide long eye

relief with an adjustable eyepiece (not the fold-down type); comfortable in your hands; and easy to focus.

Choose good quality lenses over higher magnification. Best for all around wildlife observations is the 8 or

8.5 power because the lenses are brighter, provide a somewhat wider field of view than the 10x and typically

provide a closer focus to see details. Consider $400 as the minimum for quality binoculars. 

Rather than a neck strap, consider a harness or pack strap. The harness leaves both hands free, holds

the binoculars against the chest (to minimize swinging) and keeps them at a convenient level when you need

them. The harness is excellent for hiking, spending long hours standing at a viewpoint and you don’t have

to fumble for your binos when you spot something. 

Spotting scopes are invaluable for observing more distant wildlife and birds. A tripod with adjustable

legs is also recommended and must include an attaching mount. 

For serious wildlife photography, you will need an SLR with a 400 mm lens and a tripod. For general va-

cation photography, any good point-and-shoot camera will suffice however a camera that provides “super

zoom” and wide-angle capabilities precludes the need to carry extra lenses. 

Be sure to purchase equipment from a store or website that specializes in birding and wildlife watching.

Great Florida Birding and Wildlife Trail:

floridabirdingtrail.com

NEED MORE INFO?

RECOMMENDED EQUIPMENT 

BALD EAGLES

PAYNES PRAIRIE PRESERVE STATE PARK

BIRDWATCHING AT MERRITT ISLAND
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CENTRAL WEST FLORIDA

W
hen planning a trip to the

Sunshine State, there are cer-

tainly plenty of options as far as

destinations. When you’re talking theme

parks, electric nightlife, fine dining and

world-class museums, not to mention sandy

white beaches, you must be talking Central

West Florida.  

PLAY BALL!

Warm sunshine and cool breezes make

Central West Florida the place to be for

spring training. Whether you’re a New

York Yankees’ fan (Tampa), pull for the

Philadelphia Phillies (Clearwater) or root

for the Toronto Blue Jays (Dunedin), you’ll

find a game to enjoy along with the fine

weather. Once the season officially starts,

the Tampa Bay Rays play at Tropicana Field

in St. Petersburg.

Baseball isn’t the only game in town,

though. During the fall, cheer on the

Tampa Bay Buccaneers, and through the

winter months, the Tampa Bay Lightning

take to the ice.

Explore, Engage
AND ENJOY

DON CESAR HOTEL IN ST. PETERSBURG

BY SUSAN B. BARNES
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MUST SEE, MUST DO

The country’s best zoo (according to Parents

Magazine), Tampa’s Lowry Park Zoo offers

thrills for kids and kids at heart. More than

1,500 animals—including leopards and

tigers—can be found within the zoo’s 56 lush

acres just a few miles north of downtown

Tampa. Be sure to check out the zoo’s web-

site for special events year-round.

What’s that rustling in the trees? Could it

be a dinosaur? It may just be, if you find

yourself at Dinosaur World just off of I-4 in

Plant City. One hundred and fifty life-size

dinosaurs, from Brachiosaurus to

Triceratops, call this home. 

Docile manatees, or sea cows, make their

cold-weather homes in the warm (at least 72

F) waters throughout Central West Florida,

and there are many places to sneak a peek at

these gentle giants. The viewing platform

and boardwalk at the Tampa Electric

Company in Apollo Beach is ideal.

Folklore has it that sailors, in their

delirium after months at sea, mistook mana-

tees for mermaids. For nearly 60 years,

crowds have gathered at Weeki Wachee

Springs to watch these “mermaids” swim.

MAKE A SPLASH

Winter, the dolphin, splashed onto the silver

screen in Dolphin Tale. The real-life story of

Winter is quite inspiring. As a juvenile dol-

phin, her tail became entangled in a crab

trap line. She subsequently lost her tail, yet

survived! Winter’s the first dolphin to have

a prosthetic tail, and you can visit her at the

Clearwater Marine Aquarium, where she

happily resides much to the delight of thou-

sands of fans.

BEAUTY IS EVERYWHERE

In addition to these fun and maybe kitschy

places to check out, several world-class

museums are found in Central West

Florida. Take the year-old Dalí Museum,

CHANNELSIDE BAY PLAZA IN DOWNTOWN TAMPA

JOHN'S PASS VILLAGE & BOARDWALK IN MADEIRA BEACH



for instance, which houses the world’s most

comprehensive collection of art from the

master himself.

Or, there’s the Chihuly Collection at the

Morean Arts Center in St. Petersburg fea-

turing the glassmaker’s masterpieces. The

collection is displayed in a building designed

specifically for the exhibit—that’s impressive!

AN HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE

Central West Florida is rich in history, in-

cluding Ybor City. During its heyday, the

small city within a city contained numerous

cigar factories where workers would roll

millions of cigars a year. It was once known

as the “Cigar Capital of the World.” Today,

the old brick streets are lined with shops and

cafés and you can still find some hand-rolled

cigars to try.

To get a real feel for Tampa and its sur-

rounds, take a tour via bike with City Bike

Tampa. The two-wheeled vantage point will

give you a different perspective on the city.

FORT DE SOTO BEACH

AUTOGRAPHING BASEBALLS IN CLEARWATER
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CENTRAL WEST FLORIDA

ANNUAL EVENTS

JANUARY

Gasparilla Pirate Festival

FEBRUARY

Florida State Fair

MARCH

Honda Grand Prix of St. Petersburg

APRIL

Mainsail Arts Festival

OCTOBER

Seafoods Festival, Cedar Key

NOVEMBER

Ybor City Heritage & Cigar Festival
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CENTRAL WEST FLORIDA
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CLEARWATER MARINE AQUARIUM—OFFICIAL HOME OF WINTER THE DOLPHIN

Northwest of Tampa is the small fishing

village of Tarpon Springs. The sponge in-

dustry brought the Greeks, and today that

Greek influence is still prevalent in the com-

munity’s culture and in its plentiful choice of

restaurants, which are highly recommended

after you’ve walked through town or taken a

sunset cruise.

SHOP ’TIL YOU DROP!

With anchor stores such as Neiman Marcus

and Nordstrom, not to mention boutiques

including Betsey Johnson and Gucci, and in-

ternational favorite H&M, the International

Plaza in Tampa has become a destination

unto itself. 

For more boutiques, make your way to

Hyde Park Village. Tucked away between

sprawling homes on tree-lined streets, shops

in a European-like village make this quiet

residential neighborhood one of Tampa’s hot

retail spots. 
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If you’re looking for a souvenir of Florida,

try John’s Pass Village & Boardwalk in

Madeira Beach, where more than 100 shops

sell everything from T-shirts to shells to art-

work and more. 

The Central Avenue Corridor is an en-

joyable part of downtown St. Petersburg to

stroll along, popping in and out of fine art

galleries, record and vintage clothing shops,

and antique stores. You never know what

you may find on this eclectic stretch of 15 or

so city blocks.  

THE GREAT OUTDOORS

Of course, Florida’s premier attractions nearly

anywhere you go in the state are its beaches,

and there’s no shortage in Central West

Florida. In fact, the area boasts some of the

best beaches in the US, including

Honeymoon Island. Fort De Soto is also a top

spot, and was named America’s best family

beach by Parents Magazine due to its 1,136

acres and three miles of sandy white beaches.

It’s also one of the area’s only dog beaches.

If you just want to walk, jog or

rollerblade, head to Bayshore Boulevard—

the world’s longest continuous sidewalk 

at 4.5 miles.

DINING VENUES

The Cuban influence is prevalent in restau-

rants in Tampa. For a real treat, make reser-

vations at The Columbia. Since 1905, fans

of Spanish food have made their way to

Florida’s oldest restaurant in Ybor City.

Originally serving Cuban sandwiches and

coffee to local cigar workers, today the

restaurant spans 15 dining

rooms and features flamenco

dancing performances every

night except Sunday. 

Another Central West

Florida dining institution is

Bern’s Steak House. For more

than 50 years, Bern’s has served

aged prime beef, caviar, organic

vegetables and wines from an

extensive cellar—6,500 labels,

to be exact. Insider’s tip: try the

tableside Caesar Salad and

make reservations for the

Dessert Room.

Seafood often finds itself in

the spotlight in Florida and nu-

merous restaurants offer the

catch of the day. Island Way

Grill and Bob Heilman’s

Beachcomber Restaurant in

Clearwater Beach as well as Salt

Rock Grill in Indian Shores are

three that do it right.

NIGHTLIFE

When the sun sets in Central West Florida,

there are plenty of places to celebrate the

day’s end. If you’re at the beach, toast the sun

dipping into the Gulf at Frenchy’s or Palm

Pavilion right on Clearwater Beach. In

Tampa, head back to Ybor City to enjoy its

myriad restaurants and bars. SoHo (South

Howard), also in Tampa, is another hot spot,

featuring several restaurants and bars that

party into the night.

In St. Petersburg, there are also plenty of

choices, from live music venues to nightclubs

that are hopping into the wee hours.

RESORTS

When it’s time to call it a day, the

TradeWinds Island Resorts on St. Pete

Beach are perfect for families or for couples

on a getaway on their own. If you do have

the kids, and weather permits, be sure to

check out Splash Island, a water park in the

Gulf of Mexico!

Further down the beach, the Loews 

Don CeSar Beach Hotel—or the “Pink

Palace”—is an historic hotel built in the late

1920s. A Gulf-front room is ideal, and the

Maritana Grille inside the Don is a fantastic

restaurant.
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Bern’s Steak House | bernssteakhouse.com 

Bob Heilman’s Beachcomber Restaurant | bobheilmans.com

Chihuly Collection | chihulycollectionstpete.com 

City Bike Tampa | citybiketampa.com 

Clearwater Marine Aquarium | seewinter.com 

Dalí Museum | thedali.com 

Dinosaur World | dinosaurworld.com 

Fort De Soto | pinellascounty.org/park/05_ft_desoto.htm 

Frenchy’s | frenchysonline.com 

Hyde Park Village | hydeparkvillage.net 

International Plaza | shopinternationalplaza.com 

Island Way Grill | islandwaygrill.com 

John’s Pass Village & Boardwalk | johnspass.com 

Lowry Park Zoo | lowryparkzoo.com

Manatee Viewing Center | tampaelectric.com/manatee

Palm Pavilion | palmpavilion.com

Salt Rock Grill | saltrockgrill.com 

The Columbia | columbiarestaurant.com 

Weeki Wachee Springs | weekiwachee.com

Ybor City | ybor.org

FEATURED ACCOMMODATION

Hyatt Regency Clearwater Beach Resort & Spa | clearwaterbeach.hyatt.com

Loews Don CeSar Beach Hotel | loewshotels.com/Don-CeSar-Hotel

TradeWinds Island Resorts on St. Pete Beach | tradewindsresort.com

SUNSHINE SKYWAY BRIDGE, TAMPA BAY

CENTRAL WEST FLORIDA
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