Looking for adventure? Certified scuba divers age 15 and older can dive with the sharks at the Florida Aquar-

jum in Tampa, Fla. More than 20,000 aquatic plants and animals are displayed in seven areas.

Once the “Cigar
Capital of the
World,” Ybor City,

northeast of down-

town Tampa, is
now home to
trendy boutiques,
bars and restau-
rants, many of
them housed in
former cigar fac-
tory buildings and
stores.
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Béaches
beckon, but

- Tampa, Fla.,
- visttors also
~can dive into

history and

marine life,

or explore
a big-cat

_ rescue center

By Zach Dunkin
zach.dunkin@indystar.com

TAMPA, Fla. — Lions, tigers
and panthers roam the 45
acres of lush, tropical terrain
at the Big Cat Rescue, saved
and protected from circus
trainers and ignorant pet-
owners.

A pair of penguins waddles
unguardedly through an ex-
cited swarm-of school kids at
the Florida Aquarium, while
close by, a half-dozen more ad-
venturous adult divers go eye-
to-snout with live sharks.

Tabaqueros roll cigars in the
storefront windows of historic
Ybor City. And a sign above
the registration desk at the hip

MBM%___M-
clares “You Can Check Out
Anytime You Like But You Can
Never Leave.”

‘Welcome to Tampa Bay,
where man meets nature on a
daily basis and history survives
in a blast of growth. The
Tampa Bay area, which in-
cludes St. Petersburg and
‘Clearwater, has grown nearly
35 percent since 1990 to
roughly 4 million residents,
according to U.S. census fig-
ures. Nearly 17 million teurists
visited the area last year, ac-
cording to the Tampa Visitors
and Convention Bureau.

Weather has something to
do with it. There are more
sunny days here each year
than in Hawaii. And, of course,
there are miles of dazzling
beaches, including Fort De So-
to, named this year’s best U.S.
beach by online travel site
TripAdvisor.

Here’s a sample of what the
Tampa Bay area has to offer,
whether you’re looking for
family fun or the perfect

mojito. >
me )
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» Ybor City - g
Where: Northeast of downtown Tampa; south of "
1-4 near the 20th Street exit, ERE R Ty
Why it’s special: Latin tradition meets 21st-century
chic in Ybor (pronounced “EE-borh”) City. In one of B
only three National Historic Landmark districts in
Florida, stores like Urban Outfitters and Victoria’s
Secret share neighborhood real estate with a handful. .
of cigar stores and Cuban-roast coffee shops. Brick
streets cut through Mediterranean-style bujldings
with wrought-iron balconies," ) : :
Tampa’s “Latin Corner” has roots in the late 1880s, -
when cigar manufacturers led by Vicente Martinez. )
Yhor set up-shop'in an area that became mainly .- i . .
gobpulated by Cuban, Spanish and Ttalian immigrants. ; : : m‘:ﬁ;e;gé gll;ange;sf;Dé‘gf}; Tampa. ,
or City was the “Cigar Capital of the World” umtil- Lo o e Sl o 20r ;
the Greg Depression %umedpthe area’into'a near. More than 150 big cats live in spacious, fenced-in areas -~ General admission: $17.95 ages 12-59, $14.95 age
ghost town. ' R e called “cat-ta-tats” at Big Cat Rescue. Guests get a doser 60 and older, $12.95 ages 3-11, free age 2 and younger.
An influx of artists looking for inexpensive studio . 100k at the cats than they would at most zoos. - Parking s gs‘ 734000, worw faguaria -
kquarter? ti}glniiced ;kav’comebgc}s,li{agdﬂ‘tggnt‘héfearly 199315’ R e : Sy Sl . k :.:flnoy g?’{s Z;:Zeci-al: Op’enéd m ﬁ;acr}lluﬁg);:géhe two-
e e bildne nSemth 3 Big Cat ReSCUS | i lsorsoms opeed n March 035 e o
shops R A : pi & C .- story of Florida water, from a’'drop coming from an
The entertainment district now has more than 60 d age10andolderat - Underground epring to its fnal destination in the
o Caghtclube and restaurants the later specializ- 9 am. and 3 pm. Monday through Friday, 930 and Pen se. More than 20,000 aquatic plants and ani-
ing in Spanish and Cuban cuisine, But you can still ~ ' 11:31 ) a.m. and 1.3 - Saturday. Tours forage9 world, are dis layed in seven areas, beginning with
buy locally made hand-rolled cigars. One of the city’s = and y 1 10 am. Saturdays- only. Feeding tours, the Wetlands gnd its freshwater fish, okters and alli-
renovated cigar factories is now home to Ybor .- on ! tor vate tours and photo gatc;rs and ending with Sea Hunt, filled with sharks,
grﬁ:l;at?’ a mall filled with d; g and retail establish- ; ppointmsat in}:;‘ . for o : 'moray,.,c')ct opts and ofher scean predators, Along the
Traveler’s tip: Dor’t miss the Columbia Restaurant, ; = L ey, ws}itors seeha 200-pound dgdtll';‘th groupeg 111 Bays
with its Cuban dishes, ornate Spanish'tile, mahogany info: (813) 920-4130, www.bigcatrescue.com. . : fflf;?g Becfﬁzoggnese‘%iiz;?il’l’ ir?t o te:ﬁ él;:?;rali?se:n?
bar and nightly flamenco show: Founded in 1905, it is~ ‘Why i¥s special: Big Cat Rescue is one of the - caves at Coral Reefs and see the weedy-looking Aus-
the oldest restaurant in Florida. -~ oo o world’s largest sanctuaries for big cats that have been tralia sea in the Dragons Down Under Exhibit
: - saved from slaughterhouses and fur farms and retired Twice a day, a péi% of African black-footed };;en-
o 150 Hgor, eopand, conmare ou bobeat oy, * €0 meet and gteet vstors during the Penghin
“ocelots and others tota.ix’ig 16 offhe 35,lspecies‘_L o gmigfdeng?egig € aquam.xms no borders, no
: Eznv}:qu ‘i’}ﬁ‘c’g fges e:gx??:gégﬁg‘z cf;ig’ff: e ‘ Outgidé the aquarium, for anadditional fee, visitors
Access to the sénl)étu is by guided tour onl ;o can sail on a 49-foot catamaran through Tampa Bay,
Knowledgeable d ént:;ﬁ'yb 1 A Staff of more thgix 100 . oneof the places in Florida to watch bottlenose dol-
owledgeanle doc phins, manatees and numerous species of birds.
- . Traveler's #ip: Check times for the Penguin Prom-
‘enade, shows and feedings when you get there, and
plan:your visit around them. If you have time for
- only a half-d sit, go after lunch-when most of
2008 Every cathoused: s dlel e oy vy o youtl aps have already gone through.
- gides sreos et v il , i reporter. Zacki Dunkin at (317) 444-6079.

“» The Florida Aguarium
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‘her cats;
" service were never needed.
~“Our bigge: et
-of business,” says Bas
.- 15'years-ago. < ; , ;.
S “the number of cats that suffer the fate of abandon- : Egel-\lzggr-
s 3 ’ ) - ZACH DUNKIN / The Star ~ ment and abuse and to encourage protectio 1abi : ; fum.
Vbor City founder Vicente Martinez Yboris - _tatand wildlife” ‘ ; : :
memorialized with a statue in one of the Traveler’s tip: Before visiting,
vestored shopping districts.of the neighborhood, Web site to read about'its origin




