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BEEN THERE, HAVEN'T DONE THAT?
Check out new sites in familiar Florida settings
By Dave Schlenker  Staff writer
Published: Sunday, November 21, 2010 at 6:30 a.m. 
 Courtesy of two tails ranch 
Two Tails Ranch in Williston houses elephants and other animals. 
If you've ever strolled the shores of St. Pete Beach, chances are you've basked in the shadow of the Don Cesar, the oh-so-pink resort that resembles a wedding cake.
It is a landmark rich in history and luxury; it was there long before the neighboring high-rises. It is a signature jewel of Florida's Gulf Coast, if not Florida in general.
But this story is not about the Don Cesar or even Florida's signature jewels. This is a sample of Florida's lesser-known gems. These are day trips that allow Floridians to dig deeper into regions they have already visited.
This is Been There, Haven't Done That.
In St. Pete Beach, for example, there's the Don Cesar but there's also The Postcard Inn. It reminds Ocala resident Kimber Merriam of an old travel lodge decorated in '70s beach style.
"It definitely takes you back in time," Merriam noted. "In a world of high-rise beach condos, it's a great escape back in time when life was a bit more laid back."
In St. Augustine, most visitors have been to the Castillo de San Marcos fort, shopped St. George Street or heard about the exploding bishop on the city's famed ghost tours.
But tucked off A1A south of St. Augustine is a slice of natural old-Florida. Washington Oaks Gardens State Park is on 410 acres between the Atlantic Ocean and the Mantazas River; it offers hiking, fishing and — because of its dual coasts — some of the best bird watching in North Florida. Its shorelines are carved with coquina rock formations, but the park's namesake gardens tend to be its most common talking point.
The gardens boast camellias and azaleas, as well as a bird-of-paradise patch in a scenic oak hammock. The park also offers a "gorgeous rose garden," said Gainesville resident Stefanie Samara Hamblen, who suggested the park for this story.
In Orlando, everybody knows about the major theme parks — Disney, Sea World, Universal — and likely the second-tier attractions along International Drive, where you can plunge into a skydiving simulator or feed alligators at a putt-putt course.
But just south of Orlando, in St. Cloud, tourists can view alligators by zipping above them on a cable in their natural habitat. The 4,700-acre eco-ranch Florida Forever now offers the state's only Zipline Safari.
With a helmet and a harness hooked onto high-tension cables, visitors can zip through two-and-a-half-hour tours that go up to 55-feet high. This tour offers an aerial view of various Florida eco-systems inhabited by alligators, black bears, deer and Florida panthers.
Florida Forever also offers Starlight and Moonlight Zipline Safaris on select dates. Holiday Lights Zipline Safaris will be offered Saturday nights from Nov. 4 to Dec. 25.
Zipline Safaris start at $85 for adults and ages 10 and older. Minimum weight is 70 pounds; maximum is 275 pounds. For reservations and information, go to www.floridaecosafaris.com or call 866-854-3837.
There are a few Been There, Haven't Done That spots in our own backyard.
In Ocala, there's a wildlife sanctuary just west of busy Pine Avenue that rehabilitates winged creatures. Ocalans may recognize the Ocala Wild Life Sanctuary (OWLS) as the group who rescued city-evicted ducks from Tuscawilla Park.
But this nonprofit group specializes in birds of prey, particularly owls. The facility offers tours by appointment, in which visitors will meet OWLS' 33 owls — including the five species in Florida — and other birds such as a shy macaw and Kenny the talking crow.
Kenny tells visitors "Welcome to OWLS," said Kenneth Lane, the crow's namesake who also runs the sanctuary with Keith Belisle. The macaw does talk, Lane said, but he tends to get very quiet around strangers. "He actually blushes," Lane said.
People on the tours also meet many of the other rescued animals. The idea is animal education, Lane said. Tours are free, but donations are greatly appreciated; to book a tour, call 895-0451.
In Gainesville, there are several animal destinations of note.
The popular Butterfly Rainforest at the Florida Museum of Natural History is a must. The museum is on the west side of the University of Florida campus; admission to the museum is free, while admission to the Butterfly Rainforest is $6 to $10.50.
But a little to the north — and a little lesser known — is the Teaching Zoo at Santa Fe College. This is a full, working zoo operated as part of the college's Zoo Animal Technology Program.
One of the zoo's biggest advocates is animal expert and TV personality Jack Hanna, who has filmed segments for his nationally syndicated show at the Santa Fe zoo.
"It's a great place. I wish I had a place like this when I was a kid," Hanna said of the SFC Teaching Zoo shortly after filming there in 2003.
The tree-shaded zoo has nearly 70 species of animals, including white-handed gibbon, red-ruffled lemur, squirrel monkeys and a tree kangaroo. There also are peacocks, a kookaburra, snakes, a Southeastern lubber grasshopper and a poison arrow frog. This is a small sample of a large and varied animal inventory. Admission is $4 and $5 for ages 4 and older.
In Williston, many locals know about the Ivy House restaurant, while divers know about Devil's Den spring. But few Floridians know the small Levy County city is a paradise for pachyderms. Two Tails Ranch is a training, medical, breeding and retirement community for elephants and other animals.

"We're supposed to be getting rhinos soon," said animal trainer and owner Patricia Zerbini. The rhinos are part of a breeding program at another facility with too many rhinos. So they will chill in Williston for a bit.
That's the way things roll at Two Tails.
"At different times, there are different animals," Zerbini said.
There are usually four elephants on site, as well as zebras, emus and ostriches. Two Tails is open to the public by appointment only. The site gives tours every day but Thursdays; admission is $10 for adults and $5 for ages 9 and younger. To schedule a tour, call 528-6585.
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