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Since its origins in the late 19th century, the
blues have been associated with melancholy
and sadness. Times have certainly lightened
up, however, as evidenced by the Amelia
Island Jazz Festival. In addition to headlin-
ers, “show-stopping dynamo” Buckwheat
Zydeco, “slick and sassy ultra lounge-y”
Toots Lorraine and Traffic, the Dixieland
Brunch features the musical stylings of The
LOOI'S Open at b FIV; SNOWS STart at & Fivl. Lall
727-9696 or visit 999gatorcountry.com.
Spare Rib Six. Highlights of the week-long
event include Jazz in the Park and the Red,
White & Blues Concert and Wine Tasting.
The Amelia Jazz Festival jams from October
2-9 in Fernandina Beach. Locations and tick-
et prices vary by event. For info, call 504-
4772 or visit ameliaislandjazzfestival.com.
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family affair

... BOCA RATON
Stylish Fun
=»Choose from tower,

_ bungalow and beachfront
4 . accommodations at the
++ iconic Boca Raton Resort.

Ultimate Food Guide | BReat F an?ily adlw,t = "?CIUde
JARMRNG i s 527005, e sssis, wev L e s | HOMES i+ junior golf, kite flying on
a half-mile private beach,
TRAVEL+LIFE . ands'mores and a movie by
- one of seven pools. Adults
s find cocktails and ocean
TS ToP Pt i views at Cielo on the 27th
g e +++  floor. bocaresort.com
;++ AMELIA ISLAND
.+ Beach Adventure
it =»Take the family hunt-

L+ ingfor shark teeth on

the shores fronting the
.. Ritz-Carlton Amelia Island.
+ + Wrap the day in an ocean-

¥ * view room with a pirate
+  tuck-in; treats and bedtime
stories delivered by a buc-

1.1 caneer.ritzcarlton.com

floridatravellife.com + september/october 47
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w By Lisa Simundson

Amelia Island

| Conquistador

ORTHEAST FLORIDA’S HIS-
torical footprint makes a deep
impression. From Spanish Colo-
nial dwellings in St. Augustine—
which will celebrate the 500th anniversary of
Ponce de Leon’s arrival in 2013—to the vestiges
of Victorian splendor in Fernandina Beach and
Jacksonville’s rich antebellum and African-Amer-
ican heritage, visitors will find a lasting legacy of
historical sites on Florida’s “First Coast.”

et this corner of the Sunshine State also holds its own as an out-
door recreational playground where visitors hike, bike, swim, paddle,
surf, sail, watch for birds or simply watch the waves.

“What many people don't realize is that we have 42 miles of un-
spoiled beaches, oceanfront nature preserves and dozens of services
that provide nature programs and tours,” says Kristi Hansman, corpo-
rate sales manager for the St. Augustine, Ponte Vedra & The Beaches
VCB. “And our year-round mild climate is perfect for all sorts of
adventures.”

So let the adventures begin. Here are eight ways to take your group
out of the ballroom and give them the elbow room they need to enjoy
the great outdoors in Northeast Florida.

1. FISHING ON THE FLY
Since the prolific Gulf Stream is 60 miles offshore in Northeast Flor-
ida, you won't find much deep-sea fishing here, though near-shore
waters and underwater reefs and wrecks are plentiful with redfish, sea
trout, flounder, ladyfish, bluefish and other treasures.

Meanwhile, fishing often combines with ecotouring on chartered ex-
cursions through the region’s coastal waterways, creeks and fishing holes.

N‘GEt.
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“Dolphins come right up to the boat, and you also see manatees,
egrets and ospreys,” says Captain David Borries of Backwater Fish-
ing Adventures (www.backwaterfishingadventures.com), offering
half- and full-day fishing charters as well as night fishing excursions
through local waters. “People go out expecting it’s all about catching
fish, but it's also about being part of nature.”

Backwater can handle up to 30 people at a time on multiple boats,
with soft drinks and snacks provided. Your group might decide on
catch-and-release fishing, but if someone does land the “big one;”
nearby restaurants—including Jacksonville Beach’s Crazy Fish—can
fry or grill it up for them.

. SPEEDBOAT THRILL
Five hundred years ago, Spanish galleons lumbered into these waters,
but today the going is much lighter and faster aboard the speedboat
El Conquistador (www.elconspeedboat.com), which slices through
the waves off St. Augustine on a 60-minute thrill ride that only slows

BOA

down for dolphin sightings or to offer narration on historical sights
like Castillo de San Marcos and the St. Augustine Lighthouse.

Newly launched in April, EI Conquistador is available for private
charters, with team-building programs available as well as expanded
sailings that include lunch along the St. Johns River or Intracoastal
Waterway.

“We can set up a tent for lunch and let people explore a bit before
going back,” says owner/operator Philip Alia. “We can also completely
tailor a program around the theme of the convention or meeting, and
even customize the music we play according to the theme.”

KAYAK A Y S
The pace slows way down in the tranquil salt marshes of Talbot
Islands State Park, set just south of Amelia Island, where maritime
forests and desert-like dunes are home to river otters, marsh rabbits,
bobcats and a variety of native and migratory birds.

four group can take in the entire panorama—and enjoy relaxed,
easy paddling at the same time—on guided ecotours with Kayak
Amelia (www.kayakamelia.com), whose mission, according to lead




guide George Morris, is to “make sure that
people leave smiling.”

“We get a lot of groups looking to blow off
steam from being in meetings all day long,”
Morris says. “When people are under fluo-
rescent lights for that long, they need to get
out and get some vitamin D, and we're set up
to provide that in a really fun manner”

In addition to the kayak tours, Kayak
Amelia offers team-building activities, stand-
up paddle tours, hiking treks and bicycle
tours, often splitting larger groups among
several activities at once.

“We've had 30 people in the water, 12 on
bikes, another 30 kayaking and others stay-
ing behind for a beach grill,” Morris says.
“You can just see people go ‘ahhl’ when they
come here”

4. PEDAL PUSHERS

Bicycling through Little Talbot is but one

of many cycling opportunities in Northeast
Florida. At nearby Fort George Island Cul-
tural State Park (www.floridastateparks.org),
the ranger station rents bicycles to those who
want to traverse over two miles of nature
trails. Meanwhile, east of St. Augustine, An-
astasia State Park offers bicycle rentals along
with a four-mile stretch of sand hard-packed
enough to ride on.

South of St. Augustine, bicycling is the
preferred mode of transportation for many
residents in Flagler County, “a really bike-
friendly community,” according to Tony
Libretti, owner of the Bunnell bike shop,
Bicycle Doctor.

“We have more bike trails than any other
[Florida] community,” Libretti says.

One of those trails, Linear Park, meanders
through a natural hammock, while another,
the A1A Scenic and Historic Coastal Byway,
passes through four river-to-sea parks and

é

JACKSONVILLE

ST. AUGUSTINE

furnishings.

PALM COAST/FLAGLER COUNTY

function space.

preserves. Your group can rent bikes at
Tropical Kayaks in Palm Coast (www.tropi
calkayaks.com), starting point for a number
of bike paths.

5. SADDLE UP

Go from two wheels to four legs and experi-
ence something truly unique—a horseback
ride on the beach, offered by Kelly Seahorse
Ranch (www.kellyranchinc.com), one of only
a handful of beach horseback riding oppor-
tunities in the nation.

Set within Amelia Island State Park, Kelly
offers five-mile tours along the island’s white-
sand shores, taking up to 10 riders at a time.

“We work with the big hotels, The Ritz-
Carlton and the Omni Amelia Island,” says
Jim Kelly, ranch owner. “We have folks come
from all over the country to take this ride”

In St. Augustine, Country Carriages (www.
countrycarriages.net) recently increased their
horse power, adding one-hour private horse-
back rides departing daily from Surfside Park
on Vilano Beach.

6. WAY TO GO

It may take a minute or two to get the hang
of it, but riding a Segway is remarkably easy,
even when traversing the terrain of Fort
George Island, which is where Eco-Motion
Tours (www.ecomotiontours.com) operates
off-road adventures through forests and
past dunes, on the trail of bobcats, armadil-
los, lizards and nesting turtles. Ten is the
ideal group size, with everyone connected
via headset so that no one misses the guide’s
narration.

“To see people out here, learning from the
same baseline, cheering each other on, it'’s a
great team-building activity,” says Maren Ar-
nett, Eco-Motion’s co-owner. “Nature helps
people reset and refocus, and see one another

» The newly opened Aloft Jacksonville Tapestry Park (904.998.4448; www.aloftjacksonvil
letapestrypark.com) offers 137 guest rooms and 3,600 square feet of meeting space.

> One Ocean Resort Hotel & Spa (904.249.7402; www.oneoceanresort.com) on Atlantic Beach
recently added the Solaria, 2,000 square feet of naturally lighted function space. The hotel
now offers 10,000 square feet of meeting space.

» The landmark Casa Monica Hotel (904.827.1888; www.casamonica.com) renovated its guest
rooms, upping the luxury quotient with new carpeting and elegant. gold-accented custom

» The 66-room Lodge & Club at Ponte Vedra Beach (904.273.9500; www.pontevedra.com)
unveiled a dramatic front portico entrance with a steel-framed canopy for guests arriving by car.

> The Hammock Beach Resort and Club (386.246.5500; www.hammockbeach.com) added four
weekly cruises on the 117-foot Sundancer yacht, which comes complete with two bars, a full
galley, a lounge and a humidor. The 330-unit resort features more than 15,000 square feet of

in another light. Whenever people can get
immersed in nature, it allows creativity to
come in, even if it’s just for an hour or two””

7. CROCODILE CROSSING

One of Florida’s oldest gated attractions, the
118-year-old St. Augustine Alligator Farm
(www.alligatorfarm.us), recently came up to
speed with the addition of a new zip line that
traverses the park’s tree canopy and soars
over swamps that are home to hundreds

of alligators and crocodiles, encompassing
“every crocodile in the world,” according to
the park’ director, John Brueggen.

“It’s a challenge course that includes 50 plat-
forms, some zip lines, ladders and skimlines;’
he says, but warns, “It's not for the person who
hasn't been off the couch in five years”

8. PARKS & RECREATION

A brisk walk or hike through a verdant park
may be just the thing to invigorate your group.
If so, you're in the right part of the state.

“Nearly 10 percent of our island is set aside
as park preserves,” says Gil Langley, president
and CEO of the Amelia Island CVB,

That includes Fort Clinch State Park
(www.floridastateparks.org), featuring six
miles of hiking and biking trails as well as “a
great mix of natural and cultural resources,
including beaches and the longest pier on
the Atlantic seaboard,” according to Park
Manager Peter Scalco.

But Amelia Island is hardly alone. Not
far from downtown Jacksonville is the
Timucuan Preserve (www.nps.gov/timu),
one of the last unspoiled coastal wetlands
on the Atlantic Coast, while to the south,
the GTM Research Reserve in Ponte Vedra
Beach (www.gtmnerr.org) is home to an
environmental education center and 10 miles
of nature trails. mes

Search for detailed information about CVBs, hotels
ies in Florida by v

and meeting faci
website at 1

ting our

CVB Contacts
Amelia Island CVB

904.277.4369
www.meetonamelia.com

Palm Coast/Flagler County TDC
386.437.0106
www.visitflagler.org

St. Augustine, Ponte Vedra
and the Beaches VCB
904.829.1711
www.myfloridameetings.com

Visit Jacksonville

904.798.9111
www.visitjacksonville.com

MeetingsFocus.com
















































































































