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TAMPA 
PROOF 
Tampa Bay City may be 
small compared with other 
tourist hot spots in the 
USA but as suri-phobic 
Steve Brown discovers, it 
still has much to offer -
including an area that isn't 
even owned by America 
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PURPLE REIGNS: The 
walk-way along the 
Hillsborough River. 
Below. Steve s e e m s 
t o have mislaid his 
paddle-board 

, t 

The s u n a n d I don ' t get on . If s 
a s imp le fact. I b u r n in c loudy 
UK w e a t h e r so I'm s o m e w h a t 

wary of t a k i n g m y ghost- l ike pa le 
complex ion to Tampa Bay, Florida. The 
locals m i g h t c la im it's a u t u m n b u t 
t e m p e r a t u r e s still r each 30C. 

Norwegian 's n e w f l igh ts d i rect 
to Tampa I n t e r n a t i o n a l a i rpor t 
m a k e ge t t ing t h e r e easy b u t as soon 
as I'm off t h e p l a n e a n d t h r o u g h 
i m m i g r a t i o n , I 'm despe ra t e for air-
cond i t i on ing . 

Travel l ing to t h e ho te l , i t 's n i ce 
to see t h a t d e s p i t e F lo r ida h a v i n g 
h e l p e d s w i n g t h e p r e s i d e n t i a l 
e l ec t ion in T r u m p ' s favour , T a m p a 
Bay is w e l c o m i n g : r a i n b o w f lags fly 
h i g h in t h e b a r s a n d r e s t a u r a n t s in 
a s m a l l city j u s t e a s t of T a m p a cal led 
Ybor City. It even h a s a Gay C h a m b e r 
of Commerce , w h i c h gives a b u s i n e s s 
voice to t h e LGBT+ c o m m u n i t y , b u t 
m o r e o n t h a t la ter . 

There's an old joke t h a t every th ing 
in America is bigger t h a n a n y w h e r e 
else in t h e wor ld a n d t h a t cer ta in ly 
seems t h e case w i th m y r o o m at t h e 
Hi l ton Downtown. It's huge. In fact, 
t h e bed is bigger t h a n en t i r e r o o m s a t 
o t h e r ho te l s I've stayed at. What a was te 
t h a t there 's n o o n e to s h a r e it with... 

Unsurpr is ingly, maybe, food 
p o r t i o n s a re also g i n o r m o u s . On m y 
f i rs t m o r n i n g , I have b r e a k f a s t in t h e 
ho te l r e s t au ran t . There 's a b u f f e t o n 
o f fe r as well as a fu l l m e n u . I op t for 
t h e p a n c a k e s a n d t h e y arr ive piled 

h i g h a n d d r o w n e d in chocola te a n d 
syrup. Trying to coun te r t h e sugar -h igh 
come-down I k n o w will fol low — a n d 
in a despe ra t e a t t e m p t to be hea l thy — 
I a d d strawberries , b a n a n a s a n d s o m e 
o t h e r berries. It's del ic ious b u t there 's 
e n o u g h for m e a n d t h a t m a n w h o 
could be s h a r i n g my bed. 
How a n y o n e can eat like t h i s 
every day is beyond me. 

The food por t ions are 
m u c h t h e s a m e everywhere 
bu t I'm told TSmpa is 
m o u n t i n g a big p u s h for 
f i tness a n d a hea l thy lifestyle, 
so i f s off for t h e 2.4-mile long 
walk a long the Hi l lsborough 
River. Think London's South 
Bank bu t wi th s u n s h i n e a n d 
less hectic. 

It m i g h t be "quiet season" 
b u t the re are still a few 
good-looking m e n exercising 
a long t h e way w h o catch 
my eye. 

The city of Tampa is 
relatively smal l c o m p a r e d wi th o the r s 
in t h e US, a n d they clearly rely heavily 
o n tou r i sm. Bars, r e s t a u r a n t a n d cafes 
can be f o u n d o n vir tual ly every s t ree t 
corner. High-rise bu i ld ings a re be ing 
bu i l t left, r igh t a n d centre. 

For t h o s e w h o don ' t k n o w — a n d 
I was o n e of t h e m — Tampa is h o m e 
to t h e Bay Lightning, a t op ice hockey 
t e a m also k n o w n as The Bolts. Florida 
a n d "winter" spor t s m a y n o t seem 
t h e m o s t obvious bedfe l lows b u t I'm 

"Ybor City is one of the 
most beautiful places 

I've ever seen" 

as su red t h a t t h e Amalie Arena is fu l l 
for every h o m e g a m e a n d I f i n d t h e 
a t m o s p h e r e sa fe a n d comfor tab le . 

More to m y t a s t e is o u r visi t to Ybor 
City. Nest l ing n o r t h eas t of Tampa, 
it's well w o r t h your t ime. Founded by 
Vicente Martinez-Ybor in t h e 1880s, 

t h e city was bu i l t solely for 
cigar m a n u f a c t u r e r s a n d 
was p o p u l a t e d by t h o u s a n d s 
of immig ran t s , ma in ly f r o m 
Cuba, Spain a n d Italy. 

R e m i n d i n g m e a b i t of 
New Orleans, Ybor City is o n e 
of t h e m o s t b e a u t i f u l places 
I've ever seen. In its heyday, 
t h e city was h o m e to 230 
cigar factories, t u r n i n g o u t 
mi l l ions of "stogies" every 
year. Now t h e r e is jus t o n e 

left, a n d today, Vipcpj i^ ' s • 
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w i th t ou r gu ide Loiinie He t t f i an f r o m 
Historic Walking Tours. . j • ; 

The r e m a i n i n g or ig inal h o u s e s a re 
bu i l t o n stilts, so peop le wou ldn ' t get 
a t tacked by al l igators a n d s n a k e s — or 
pan the r s , accord ing to LOnnie — a n d 
it looks like s o m e t h i n g you'd f i n d in a 
Hollywood movie. 

One of t h e m o s t i n t e r e s t i ng spots 
in Ybor is a smal l p lot of l and o n its 
wes te rn edge. This is t h e only piece of 
soil in America o w n e d by Cuba, so you ; 
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CENTRE 

CENTRE OF ATTRACTION: The Cen t ro 
Ybor is home t o cinemas, shops and 
r e s t au ran t s a s well a s a branch of t he 
church of Scientology 

can visit bo th Florida and Cuba in the 
same day. About the size of a basketball 
court, Jose Marti park is dedicated to 
the 19th-century poet, journal is t and 
soldier who fough t to free his island 
h o m e f rom Spanish rule. 

But Ybor is also the m a i n LGBT+ area 
of Tampa. The bars are decked out wi th 
ra inbow flags, drag acts are advertised 
in almost every window and it has t ha t 
Gay Chamber of Commerce. 

One es tabl i shment in part icular 
catches my at tent ion: The Castle. The 
multi-level nightclub is known for its 
Gothic and fetish theme. We're talking 
about arse-less chaps, guys. 

Speaking of bars, I visit a s tunn ing 
speak-easy gin bar within Tampa. 
Decorated in the traditional speak-easy 
style. The Gin Joint is one of the best 
bars around. 

But wherever you are, there's no 
escaping those massive por t ions of 
food. During my stay, I probably put on 
at least 12lb and it's safe to stay tha t I 
will be h i t t ing the gym hard as soon as 
I get back to the UK. 

Everything is excessive. Pancakes, 
bread, cheese, nachos, fries. I th ink 
there's only one meal where I have a 
plate full of vegetables and tha t is on 
the fl ight home! 

It probably doesn't help tha t I'm 
eat ing at the best-known res taurants 
in the area: Ocean Prime, Columbia, 
Oxford Exchange and Osteria. 

Although I'm eat ing like a 
m a m m o t h every day, I'm pleased 

to report t ha t every res tauran t 
accommodates my vegetarianism. 

Even the likes of Ocean Prime, a 
f ish a n d steak res taurant , goes out of 
the way to create a vegetar ian dish 
just for me. It really does p u t in to 
perspective American's p u s h for good 
cus tomer service — the m a n d a t o r y 
t ipp ing helps, I 'm sure. 

Luckily, Tampa is known for 
its cuisine. Having been home to 
immigrants f rom all over 
the world, many cultures 
inspire the food flavours. 
The Columbia lays claim 
to be ing Florida's oldest 
r e s t auran t a n d one 
of the largest Spanish 
re s t au ran t s in the world. 
It's f a m o u s for the Cuban 
Sandwich: ham, roasted 
pork, Swiss cheese, pickles, 
mus t a rd and salami. 
Phew! Can you feel your 
arteries h a r d e n i n g 
already? Happily, t h e 
vegetar ian a l ternat ives 
are also delicious. 

The Hil lsborough River r u n s 
s t ra ight t h rough down town Tampa 
a n d the locals make the mos t of it, 
wi th activities inc lud ing paddle 
boa rd ing and river biking. To my 
amazement , paddle boa rd ing t u r n s 
ou t to be one of the best experiences 
of my life. I a d m i t t ha t my balance 
is t ruly tested bu t I m a n a g e to avoid 
fal l ing in — a l though par t of me 

"Staff promise me there are 
no alligators in the water 

but I do spot a small shark" 

actually w a n t s to so I can cool down. 
Being on t h e board is surpr is ingly 

relaxing. Everything else seems to 
d isappear whi le I'm out on the open 
water. Staff a t Urban Ki, which hires 
ou t the equ ipment , p romise me there 
are no alligators in the water so I 
spend the 45 m i n u t e s paddl ing trying 
to catch a g l impse of a manatee , b u t 
n o n e show up. However, I do spot a 
small shark so I m a k e sure to steer 

well clear. 
Being ou t on the water 

should give me t ime 
to work on my tan bu t 
coat ing myself in the 
Factor 50 s u n cream keeps 
my pasty-white skin 
exactly tha t . Despite the 
heat, I could spend hou r s 
on t h a t board. 

If I ever visit Tampa Bay 
again, I w a n t to explore 
the outski r ts of the area. 
Most people will know 
Busch Gardens a n d Walt 
Disney World Florida 
are nearby b u t the re is 

more to see a n d do wi thou t be ing 
s u r r o u n d e d by tourists . St Petersburg 
— h o m e to one of the best beaches in 
America — is jus t 20 m i n u t e s away. 
Mind you, even if I went there, I'd still 
r e tu rn h o m e paler t h a n w h e n I left. "J 
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