n a map, the habitwally back-
slashed St. Petersburg/Clearwaier
area resembles a foot testing the wa-
2/ ters of the Atlantic Ocean and the
warm Gulf of Mexico. In a testament to
the avea's magnetism, vacationing Mid-
western families have been returning
here since the 1950s, when a trip to Flori-
da meant packing the family into a car
and driving down route 1-75 to the Tampa
Bay area, Northeastern families drawn to
the Sunshine State (raditionally took
1-95, which delivered them to the Atlantic
shore beaches of Daytona, West Palm
Beach and Miami. It's a pattern thal con-
tinues to this day and helps to explain
why New Yorlters have been missing out
on some of the country’s most beautiful
beaches,

Bordered by the Gulf of Mexico on the
west and Tampa Bay on the east, the
heaches of St, Pete/Clearwater are char-
acterized by serene blue waters, sugary
sand and miles of undeveloped coastline.
‘This year, St. Petersburg’s Fort DeSoto
Park upstaged Hanalei Bay, Hawail, to
talee the No. 1.spot on Dr. Beach's (a.ka.
Stephen Leatherman, Ph.D.) list of Ameri-
ca's Best Beaches.

A short drive from downtown St. Pe-
tersburg, Fort DeSoto Beach consists of

five islands that have been connected 1o
provide visitors with access 10 nearly 3
miles of the white sand beaches, In addi-
tion te camping {acilities, 24-hour fish-
ing, a 6.8-mile biling trail and a dog run,
Fort DeSolo features a sheliered lagoon
area (Long Beach) with placid shallows
ideal for toddlers,

Caladesi Island State Park in nearby
Clearwater {ook fourth place on Dn
Beach’s A-list. This secluded barrier is-
land, set in the Gulf of Mexico, is accessi-
ble by boat ar ferry from nearby Honey-
moon Island State Park. Beachcombers
can spend howrs browsing the white,
sand dollar-strewn beach or vying for
seallop shells with the many gulls that
nest in the surrounding dunes along with
Caladesi’s resident gophey torioises. A he-
tel-free island, it is pesfectly suited for a
day of picnicking, hiking through palmet-
to tree forests ar sunbathing to the lazy
whoosh of Guif coast wavelets.

Clenrwaler Beach is as good as its
name: Think crystalline waters and pow-
der-fine sand. This municipal beach bor-
dering the town of Clearwater is dominat-
ed by Pier 60, a fishing whayT where musi-
cians and crafts vendors gather each
evening for a sunsel festival. Along with
a number of ively beachside eateries,
Clearwater Beach hosts lots of activities
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for hard-to-please teens, ranging from
hair-braiding to bungee-trampolire.
With average temperatures in the
mid-70s and about 361 days of sunshine
a year, there's outdoorsy fun to be had alk
over this part of Florida. Golfers can per-
fect their swings on dozens of distin-
guished greens before faling a crack al
the Copperhead — home of the Chrysler
Championship goll touwrnament located
at the Westin Innisbrook Resori in near
by Palm Harbor. Baseball fans can toss
hach a few cold ones while heavy-hitters
like Derek Jeter, Curt Schilling and Sam-
my Sosa sweat through spring training.
The New York Yanlees, Florida Devil
Rays, Philadelphia Phillies and Toronto
Biue Jays atl play “Grapefiuit League”

warmup games in February and March at
small stadiums in the area.

Look for great travel deals during
spring breale in March. Getting there is
an easy two-and-a-half hour flight from
New Yorlk to Tampa International Air-
port, a 30-ntinute drive from the heach,
Travelers who fly down should consider
renting a car once they arrive, Driving is
the besl way to visit several area allrac-
tions iike Busch Gardens, Universal Stu-
dios and several Disney parks.

For comprehensive ladging informa-
tion, visil www floridasbeach.comylody-
ingfrentods.aspx; for general area beach
information, conrtact the SL Pelers-
burg/Clearwater Arga Convention & Visi-
tors Bureen ot  [-877-352-3224  or
wae FloridasBeach.com.
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6- & 7-Duy Baheias &
Horida

8-Duy Bermudy &
Enstern Caribhean

F-Bay Bahasies &
ity

fram BP

3

7-Day Bermuda

Caribhean

10- & 11-Duy Southera

19- & §1-Bay Eastern o
Wester Laribhean

Confact your travel agent, calf NCL af
- 1.877.501.5844 or visit ncl.com

Ticikets:,

Cruises on sale — Book now

888-232-6488

wwav.CheapTickets.com
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