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Friends take a rocky 
ride in Utah.   T4
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Travel

Hundreds of manatees gather at central Florida’s Blue Spring State Park in the winter months.   Photos by Susan Glaser, sglaser@cleveland.com

Susan Glaser   sglaser@cleveland.com

OR A NGE CI T Y, F LOR I DA —  I pulled my 
paddle out of the water and looked down, 
into the crystal clear water of Blue Spring, 
and watched as the gentle giant glided 
below.

Later, after the manatee had moved on, 
I slipped into the spring myself, swimming 
through the same pristine water.

Blue Spring State Park, about an hour 
northeast of Orlando, is the perfect anti-
dote to what attracts most travelers to 
Central Florida. The draw here is all nat-
ural, from hundreds of manatees seeking 
warm-water refuge to underwater cave 
exploration to lush riverfront trails.

It’s worth a detour from the crowded 
chaos of Disney World et al., although it 
can get busy here, too. So my husband and 
I arrived early, just after 8 a.m., and spent 
most of a day exploring the park’s more 
than 2,500 acres.

FIRST UP: KAYAKING
Blue Spring, one of 175 state parks in 

Florida, offers vastly different experiences 
depending on when you visit.

In the summer, the spring acts as a sce-
nic swimming hole, a lovely place to soak, 
float, snorkel, even scuba dive, with a year-
round water temperature of 72 degrees.

In the winter, that constant 72 degrees 
attracts hundreds of manatees, seeking 
refuge from dropping temperatures in 
nearby rivers and bays.

Swimmers and kayakers are prohib-
ited from entering the spring water from 
mid-November through the end of March, 
so as not to disturb the gathering mam-
mals.

Visitors still come, however, attracted to 
the park to view the amassing crowd of sea 
cows, easily seen maneuvering through 
the water from a scenic half-mile board-
walk that lines the spring.

I got the best of both worlds during my 
visit in mid-November. I was there the day 
before the spring was closed to swimmers 
and paddlers, so I was able to get onto and 
into the water.

I also got the thrill of seeing a few ear-
ly-arriving manatees up close, from my 
rented kayak.

I’ve seen perhaps thousands of mana-
tees in the many years I’ve been a regular 
visitor to Florida. But honestly, these ani-
mals continue to enchant, every single 
time.

HUNDREDS OF SPRINGS
Blue Spring is one of more than 600 

freshwater springs dotting the state, 
mostly in the central and northern 
regions. They are a product of the Florida 
aquifer, a thick layer of limestone under-
lining the peninsula that collects water, 
creating tunnels and cavities and some-
times bubbling to the surface.

Some of these springs are barely notice-
able; others have drawn tourists for more 
than a century. Fifteen have been made 
into state parks. Among the best known: 
Weeki Wachee Springs, Homosassa 
Springs and Crystal Springs.

Blue Spring, a half-mile freshwater run, 
connects to central Florida’s St. Johns 
River, which, at 310 miles, is the state’s lon-
gest. The scenic spring caught the atten-
tion of legendary underwater explorer 
Jacques Cousteau in the early 1970s, who 
filmed here “The Forgotten Mermaids,” an 
episode of “The Undersea World of Jacques 
Cousteau.” The show brought attention to 
the area as a winter refuge for manatees, 
and influenced the state’s decision to cre-
ate the park in 1972.

Much earlier, in the late 1700s, the 
spring garnered the interest of early Amer-
ican botanist John Bartram, the first to 
leave a written account of the spring, 
which he called a “surprising fountain.” 
In the late 1800s, the area was a hotbed of 
steamboat activity, drawing tourists and 
transporting goods to Jacksonville and 
beyond.

Today, it’s a relatively quiet refuge not 
far from the bustle of nearby Orlando.

ARRIVING EARLY
I had been advised to arrive early to the 

park, which closes access to visitors once 
the parking lots fill. During the health 
pandemic, visitation is limited to about 
1,200 guests, according to a spokesman. 
Oftentimes, the park fills up just after 
opening, at 8 a.m.

My husband and I, who had just spent 
a couple of days at Disney World, relo-
cated to a Hampton Inn near Orange City 
and arrived early on a Friday morning in 
mid-November. The park was surprisingly 
empty. 

Admittedly, it wasn’t a very nice day — 
cool and overcast, but with no chance of 
rain.

Up close with Florida 
manatees at Blue Spring 

Kayaking at Blue Spring State Park near Orlando, Florida.

A manatee swims close to Susan Glaser’s 
kayak at Blue Spring State Park in Florida.

Advance Local graphic

SEE BLUE SPRING, K2
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We started our day on a double kayak, 
available for rent, along with canoes and 
paddleboards, through park concession-
aire, Blue Spring Adventures (bluesprin-
gadventures.com, 386-775-0046).

Starting in mid-November, kayaks, 
canoes and paddleboards are prohibited 
from moving up the run to the spring boil, 
the name for the bubbling area where the 
spring originates. Rest assured, the water 
temperature at the boil, still 72 degrees F, 
is not close to boiling.

The water was crystal clear the entire 
way, so we could easily see to the bottom 
of the run, between 3 and 5 feet deep in 
most spots, although considerably deeper 
the closer you got to the source.

Water comes out of the boil with lit-
tle oxygen and no food material, so few 
plants and animals inhabit the surround-
ing pool. The farther you get from the 
source, however, the more likely you are 
to see signs of life.

Peering over the side of our boat, in 
addition to a couple of early-season man-
atees, we could easily see what we later 
identified as catfish, bowfin, longnose gar 

and at least one variety of turtle.
I was eager to get even closer to the 

underwater world, so after kayaking I 
swapped my shorts and T-shirt for a bath-
ing suit, then purchased a mask at the gift 
shop for $15. (Snorkeling equipment rent-
als have been suspended during COVID). 
I opted against buying a snorkel, figuring 
I could just come up for air when needed, 
although once I was in the water, I wished 
I had one.

This isn’t like snorkeling in the Keys, 
for example, where colorful coral and 
tropical saltwater fish provide plenty of 
underwater eye candy. Here the high-
lights are some cool rock formations 
and those prehistoric-looking gar, with 
weirdly long snouts and a mouthful of 
intimidating teeth. I kept my distance.

The water was chilly, but definitely not 
too cold for this Northeast Ohio swim-
mer who is hearty enough for Lake Erie in 
early summer.

Once acclimated to the water, I slowly 
made my way to the boil, where a few scuba 
divers had gathered, preparing to descend 
into the cavern. I stayed near the surface, 

inspecting the upper reaches of the cavity 
through my mask. It looked like a hole to 
the center of the earth, though in reality it 
goes down approximately 120 feet.

Curiosity sated, I made my way back to 
the swimming dock, keeping an eye out 
for more early-season manatees. I saw 
none.

In the month and a half since my visit, 
however, the park has become a mecca 
for the gentle giants, with more than 466 
manatees reported in the run on the day 
after Christmas.

Although kayakers and swimmers are 
not allowed in the water with the animals 
now, paddlers can often get very close to 
the manatees as they enter and exit the 
spring.

The animals also can be easily seen 
from numerous viewing points along the 
Blue Spring boardwalk.

A designated warm-water refuge for 
the manatees, the park also could be 
described as a much-needed retreat for 
overstimulated humans like me, who 
never stop being fascinated by these mes-
merizing creatures.

BLUE SPRING

Up close with Florida 
manatees at Blue Spring

Looking up through the underwater cave at Blue Spring State Park.   Susan Glaser, sglaser@cleveland.com

If you go: Blue Spring State Park

Where: 2100 W. French Ave., Orange City, 
Florida, about 35 miles north of Orlando, 
mostly via Interstate 4
Hours: 8 a.m.-sunset daily
Staying overnight: The park offers six cabins 
and 51 campsites. There are plenty of hotels 
nearby, just off I-4 and in the nearby town of 
Deland.
Admission: $6 per car
Information: 386-775-3663, floridastate-
parks.org/parks-and-trails/blue-spring-
state-park

The Holland America cruise ship Konings-
dam arrives at the B Street Pier last month 
in San Diego.   Eduardo Contreras, The San 
Diego Union-Tribune/TNS

COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Cruise ships return to San Diego — but no passengers are allowed
Lori Weisberg   San Diego Union-Tribune

Barred from sailing for the last nine 
months because of the pandemic, several 
cruise ships are making their way to San 
Diego, but don’t expect to see thousands 
of passengers boarding or disembarking 
from the ocean liners.

The extended visit by the Holland 
America cruise ships is the first step 
toward getting certified by the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention for the 
time when they will be able to begin wel-
coming passengers aboard next year.

For now, it’s not likely San Diego will 
see cruise lines resuming voyages until at 
least the spring, but even then it remains 
uncertain how many ships that normally 
sail out of the port will have met all the 
federal requirements.

The first of the four Holland America 
ships coming here — the Koningsdam — 
arrived at the B Street Pier in December. 
Because the vessels had not previously 
been in U.S. waters, they are taking that 
step now in order to begin laboratory test-
ing of crew members on board. It is part of 
the first phase of the CDC process for the 
restart of cruising, which also requires the 
eventual launch of simulated voyages to 
test the ships’ ability to manage any out-
breaks of COVID-19 on board.

In quick succession, three more Holland 
America vessels will come to San Diego, 
with the last scheduled to arrive Jan. 11. 
Most of the ships are coming from loca-
tions in Europe. They will only spend a 

day docked at the pier and most of the time 
will be anchored off the San Diego coast, 
with some periodically positioned in the 
outer anchorage just outside of San Diego 
Bay off the coast of Coronado. The Emer-
ald Princess will be coming to San Diego 
on Christmas Eve but is scheduled to move 
on to Los Angeles after its arrival.

Over the last several months, it has 
not been unusual to see one or two cruise 
ships moored off the coast. Two Celeb-
rity ships with crew members were here 
for quite some time, although one of the 
ships, the Eclipse, left a couple of weeks 
ago, bound for a shipyard in Singapore for 
maintenance, according to the San Diego 
Unified Port District.

During the time the Holland America 
ships are in San Diego, they will periodi-
cally return to the B Street Terminal to 
refuel and get more supplies. Each ship 
will average 90 to 120 crew members, who 
will not be allowed to disembark except for 
needed crew changes

“That’s the starting process for enter-
ing U.S. waters and beginning the vari-
ous steps and ultimately getting approval 
to sail,” said Erik Elvejord, spokesman for 
Holland America. “Once we are docked 
and we ramp up, it will involve showing 
them (the CDC) our plans and protocols 
that they will have to approve. Then the 
next step is to request permission for the 
volunteer test cruise. We’re at the begin-
ning stages right now.”

The CDC lifted at the end of October its 
longstanding no-sail order for ships ply-
ing U.S. waters but in its place imposed 
detailed requirements for the resumption 
of cruising.

The Port of San Diego said that after 
Holland America reached out about 
bringing its ships here to initiate the cer-
tification process, it was willing to oblige 
because of the long-term economic benefit 
to the region.

“We’re one of their main home ports 
and we do want crews to come back,” said 
Adam Deaton, a senior trade representa-
tive with the port. “It’s about giving them-
selves time to get resituated, and they will 
come back in the fall to do the full season 
and hopefully by then we will have the full 
rollout of vaccines. Our goal is to support 
them and the tourism economy once they 
get back up and running.”

Elvejord says it is hard to know how long 
the Holland America ships will remain 
in San Diego, given the involved process 
for securing clearances from the CDC but 
he expects it will be at least two months. 
The line, which has paused its schedule 
until the end of March, is hopeful it will 
be ready in time to start the Alaska cruise 
season and possibly the tail end of the San 
Diego cruise season, which ends in June.

Another open question is whether the 
line will require its passengers to be vac-
cinated, something that it is currently 
weighing, Elvejord said.


