
The Florida Keys:
Diving in the Fountain of Youth
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“The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence” is a prov-
erb that emphasizes humanity’s penchant for failing to appreciate 

what he or she has and instead seeking what lies just beyond his or her 
grasp. In scuba-ese, the translation might be, “the water is always bluer, 
clearer and more teeming with life the farther you travel from home.” Of 
course, neither sentiment is true. Someone’s distant paradise is always an-
other person’s home. For example, North American scuba divers seeking 
an exotic dive vacation need look no farther than the Florida Keys.

Florida’s Little Islands 
The Florida Keys includes almost 900 charted islands that originate at 

the southeastern tip of the Florida peninsula and extend 120 miles (192 
km) southwest to the uninhabited Dry Tortugas. “Key” is the American-
ized version of the Spanish word “cayo,” which means, “little island.” So, 
Florida Keys literally means “little islands of Florida.” The Keys are bor-
dered by the Gulf of Mexico to the north and west, the Straits of Florida 
to the south and the Atlantic Ocean to the east. 

The archipelago represents the remnant of an ancient coral reef system 
that was gradually uncovered and sculpted by fluctuating sea levels. Ge-
ologists theorize the Earth’s temperatures started to cool 100,000 years 
ago, which caused the polar ice caps to grow and worldwide sea levels to 
drop. Thus, the ocean covering the southern portion of Florida receded 
and left vast areas of living reef to die and dry out under the sun. The 
peaks of these exposed reefs were accentuated and the distances between 
them expanded by currents, tidal surges and storms. The islands we now 
call the Keys are composed of Key Largo Limestone, which is the fossil-
ized caps of these terrestrialized reefs.
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The concrete buoy that marks 
the Southernmost Point in the 
continental United States.



The Florida Keys lies in the sub-
tropics between 24 and 25 degrees 
north latitude and possesses a tropical 
climate similar to Caribbean destina-
tions. Key West is actually closer to 
Havana, Cuba (110 miles or 176 km) 
than Miami (130 miles or 208 km). 
Animals and plants were introduced to 
the disparate islands by strong winds, 
lapping seas and even birds. Both tem-
perate and tropical plants could grow 
in the warm, but relatively mild tem-
peratures. Freshwater levels, soil accu-
mulation and the frequency between 
severe storms affected the species that 
ultimately survived.

Native American Indians were 
the original inhabitants of the Keys. 
Historians cannot seem to agree on 
which tribe or tribes ruled the is-
lands. Keys Indians may refer to the 
Calusa, Tequesta and/or Matecumbe 
tribes, though the Calusa are gen-
erally recognized to have been the 
dominant group. 

Juan Ponce de Leon, the famous 
Spanish conquistador, was the first Eu-
ropean to explore Florida. He arrived 
in 1513 in search of the mythical foun-
tain of youth, gold and other treasures. 
Ponce de Leon was so overwhelmed 
by the beauty of the area near present-
day St. Augustine that he named it “La 
Florida” or “place of flowers.” Con-
versely, when he arrived in the Keys, 
the conquistador found little but tow-
ering mahogany trees and swarms of 
hungry mosquitoes. And so, he called 
the islands the “Los Martires” or “the 
martyrs.” Ponce de Leon’s return visit 
in 1521 was no elixir either, as it cul-
minated in a Calusa arrow in one of his 
thighs. The wound eventually claimed 
his life when he reached Cuba.

The United States purchased Flori-
da from Spain in 1819. Wreckers, who 
were opportunistic seafarers who sal-
vaged goods from foundered ships, 
and treasure seekers made sure Key 
West was the first island to be settled 
in the 1820s. Spanish galleons carrying 
gold and jewels from Central America 
to Spain often ended up grounded or 
broken on the Keys’ treacherous reefs. 
The recovered bounty was so great in 

the mid-1800s that Key West became 
one of the more prosperous cities in 
the United States. 

Flagler’s Dream
Henry Morrison Flagler, a founding 

stockholder in the Standard Oil Com-
pany in the late 1800s, fell in love with 
the untamed state of Florida during an 
1883 honeymoon to St. Augustine. He 
began to develop the surrounding area 

by building hotels, hospitals, utilities, 
churches and schools. Flagler pushed 
farther south and made Florida more 
accessible to others when he pur-
chased the Florida East Coast Rail-
road. His desire to bask in the perpet-
ual warmth of Southern Florida was 
augmented by the state’s offer to give 
him land along the way.

The newly constructed Panama 
Canal prompted Flagler to believe 
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An encrusted anchor on 
Molasses Reef, Key Largo.



Location: Key Largo is only 42 miles 
(67 km) south of Miami; Key West is 
110 miles (176 km) northeast of Ha-
vana, Cuba. 
Size: 137 square miles (356 square 
km) of land and more than 2,900 
square nautical miles (9,959 square 
nautical km) of water.
Population: 74,737, according to the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s 2006 estimate.
Capital: The Monroe County Court-
house is in Key West near MM 0.
Getting There: Most North American 
visitors either drive from their home-
towns or fly to Fort Lauderdale or Mi-
ami, grab a rental car and then drive. 
Other options include cruise ships, 
ferries, buses, the Key West Interna-
tional Airport and the Florida Keys 
Marathon Airport. 
Departure Tax/Visa: $13.40 for any 
international air transportation com-
mencing in the United States, with 
the exception of transportation from 
the Continental United States to a city 
within the 225-mile (360-km) buffer 

zone around the country. Visas are 
required for most non-U.S. citizens 
entering the country.
Currency: U.S. dollars and credit cards 
are widely accepted. 
Driving: Rental cars, motorcycles, 
mopeds and bicycles are available. 
Drive on the right side of the road.
Electricity: 120 volts, 60 cycles, with 
standard U.S.-style plugs. 
Language: English. Spanish is also 
spoken throughout the Keys.
Time: Eastern Standard Time.
Hyperbaric Chamber: Mariners Hos-
pital (MM 91.5) has the only hospital-
based hyperbaric chamber in the Keys. 
Climate and Dress: Climate is tropical 
to subtropical. Wet season runs from 
June to October and features warmer 
temperatures and more humidity. Dry 
season, which falls from November to 
May, is only slightly drier, but provides 
welcome relief from the humidity. Dai-
ly air temperatures range from 65 de-
grees Fahrenheit (18 degrees Celsius) 
in January to 90 F (32 C) in July and 
August. Then evening temps can drop 
10 degrees (12 C) and ocean winds can 
make them feel even cooler. Dress is 
tropical-resort casual, except at night 
when a light jacket or sweater might 
come in handy. Water temps range 
from 68 to 87 F (20 to 31 C).
Website: www.fla-keys.com
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FACTS AND 
FIGURES
 

MIAMI

The Key West lighthouse was built 
in 1847 to help ships navigate the 
treacherous local reefs. 
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Key West could become the primary 
shipping hub of the Caribbean. In 
June 1905, he announced his outland-
ish dream to connect the Keys to the 
mainland and one another by extend-
ing the railway all the way to Key 
West. Though the project took seven 
years and cost the lives of many work-
ers, it was completed on January 22, 
1912, when an ailing Flagler and his 
wife rode into Key West to celebrate 
his 82nd birthday.

A deadly Category 5 hurricane, 
known as The Hurricane, overwhelmed 
the Keys on Labor Day 1935. Winds in 
excess of 200 mph (320 kmph) and a 17-
foot (5.2 m) tidal wave killed more than 
800 people and decimated the Keys’ ex-
tension of the Florida East Coast Rail-
road. The railroad’s right-of-way was 
sold to the state of Florida and a new era 
of Keys’ transportation was launched. 
The Overseas Highway (U.S. Route 1) 
was completed in 1938 and united the 
Florida Keys via a series of bridges that 
permitted two-lane automobile and truck 
traffic. The highway and a 1942 fresh-
water pipeline from the Everglades laid 
the foundation for the Keys to become a 
world-class tourist destination.

Marking Time
The Overseas Highway is a one-way 

ticket in and out of the Keys in the sense 
that there are no alternative land routes. 
Once you point your vehicle down that rel-
atively narrow 127-mile (203-km) stretch 
of U.S. 1, you either continue about three 
hours to its end or turn around somewhere 
along the way. Mile markers (MM) posted 
at one-mile (1.6 km) intervals let you know 
how far you have traveled. They start with 
MM 127 just south of Florida City and end 
with MM 0 at the Monroe County Court-
house in Key West. 

These markers may also delineate 
the degrees of frontier spirit the Flor-
ida Keys’ residents exhibit compared 
with mainstream America. The farther 
south you travel, the more laid-back 
and uniquely expressive the people 
seem to become. Life revolves more 
around the ocean than merely the pas-
sage of time. Boating, fishing, swim-
ming, snorkeling and similar water-

centric activities are intricately woven 
into the cultural fabric. Scuba diving is 
definitely a way of life.

Reefs and Wrecks
The most extensive coral reef sys-

tem in the continental United States 
is situated along the entire Atlantic 
Ocean edge of the Keys. The 2,900 
square nautical miles (9,959 square 

nautical km) of water surrounding the 
islands and reefs was designated as the 
Florida Keys National Marine Sanctu-
ary in 1990. Rigorous measures, such 
as dive site mooring buoys, channel 
markers and usage restrictions, were 
established to preserve the sanctuary 
and its creatures. 

There are basically two types of 
land-based diving in the sanctuary: 
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reefs and wrecks. The shallow-water 
reefs are predominantly “spur and 
groove” formations, which describe 
alternating ridges of coral (spurs) and 
sandy bottom channels (grooves) that 
are aligned to the dominant incoming 
wave patterns on the windward side 
of the islands. While shipwrecks have 
beckoned adventurers to the Keys for 
centuries, divers are this generation’s 
version of wreckers when it comes to 
passionately seeking sunken ships. 
There are both natural and artificial 
wrecks, but the ones most frequently 
visited are those that have been inten-
tionally sunk within recreational div-
ing limits over the past 30 years.

The Keys are ideal for divers of all 
experience levels, from beginner to 
advanced rec/tec. 

The four primary hubs for Keys’ 
diving are Key Largo (MM 118-90), 
Islamorada (MM 90-63), Marathon 
(MM 63-47) and Key West (MM 8-0). 
The world-famous John Pennekamp 
State Park in Key Largo is the focal 
point for diving in the Upper Keys. 
It was established in 1963 as the first 
undersea park in the United States and 

quickly became the U.S. diving com-
munity’s version of Disney World. 
A 9-foot-tall (2.7 m), 4,000-pound 
(1,800 kg), bronze reproduction of “Il 
Christo Degli Abissi” (The Christ of 
the Abyss), which lies in the Medi-
terranean Sea, was donated by Egidi 
Cressi and submerged in the park in 
less than 25 feet (7.6 m) of water. 

The 510-foot (155-m) USS Spie-
gel Grove was slated to become the 
Key’s crown jewel of wrecks in 2002. 
An unknown mishap caused it to sink 
prematurely and turn upside down. 
Salvage crews managed to lay the 
massive ship on its starboard side, 
where it stayed for three years until 
waves from Hurricane Dennis inex-
plicably uprighted it on July 9, 2005. 
The Spiegel Grove now rests at 134 
feet (41 m) near Dixie Shoals and is 
best explored over a series of dives no 
deeper than 100 feet (30 m). Goliath 
groupers (Epinephelus itajara) and 
loggerhead turtles (Coretta caretta) 
are frequently spotted.

Davis Ledge off Islamorada is 
definitely a fun dive. Friendly, gi-
ant green morays (Gymnothorax 

funebris) and nurse sharks (Gingly-
mostoma cirratum) often spike the 
adrenaline of even hardcore divers. 
I once made the mistake of turning 
my flashlight off during a night dive 
there. When I felt something wriggle 
between my legs and up my crotch, I 
quickly turned the light back on and 
found the gaping maw of a humon-
gous green moray only a few inches 
from my mask. 

Marathon features a wreck with a 
shocking past. The 188-foot (57-m) 
Thunderbolt served as a Florida Power 
and Light research ship that was used 
to attract and study lightning. It was 
sunk in 1986 and sits erect on the sand 
at 115 feet (35 m), about five miles 
(8 km) from shore. Its superstructure 
is adorned with colorful sponges and 
coral. The Thunderbolt can be circled 
in a single dive, though most people 
focus on the intact wheelhouse and 
cable reel above the main deck. 

One Size Does Not Fit All
While the Keys offers a variety 

of diving for all skill levels, the in-
dividual sites may not be appropriate 

The Christ of the Abyss statue in  
the John Pennekamp Coral  

Reef State Park.
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For more information about  
the Florida Keys scan here 

Diving USA
Not every dive site worth visiting is located a 10-hour flight from
home. In fact, there are many great dive destinations waiting to
be explored right here at home. Our Diving USA section high-
lights hundreds of interesting dive sites all across America.

Dive Store Locator
Looking for a place to learn to dive? Are you away from home
and would like to do some local diving? Use this link to find a
dive store for service in your immediate area.

Diving Careers
Have you ever thought about making the ocean your office? If you’re
like a lot of divers, you sometimes think about throwing in the prover-
bial towel and working as a tour guide on a remote Caribbean island,
repairing our nation’s underwater infrastructure or working offshore.

Underwater Photography
Dive Training contributing writer and photog-
rapher Marty Snyderman provides numerous
how-to tips and stories.

Diving Topics
Links to some of the most popular
areas of our educational Web site.

Weird Stuff

Marine Life

Dive Medicine

Ocean Science

Where in the World is It?
Dive Training would like to provide you with information about the destinations, near and far, where people go to dive.
These links will allow you to learn more about the history, culture, geography, diving, climate and topside adventures
of diving’s destinations.
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for every diver, or at least, not every 
diver every day. A site’s depth and 
prevailing conditions can be used as 
a barometer, but a “go” or “no go” 
decision often must be made on the 
spot just prior to a dive. The USNS 
Gen. Hoyt S. Vandenberg, a 523-foot 
(158-m) missile tracking ship that 
sunk on May 27, 2009, off Key West 
is a prime example. 

The day I decided to dive the Van-
denberg, the crewmember giving the 
briefing repeatedly told us that strong 
currents had been sweeping over 
the wreck. I halfheartedly noted the 
warning and went about my normal 
predive routine. Less than 15 min-
utes later I found myself wanting to 
surface, and immediately asked the 
crewmember’s forgiveness for casu-
ally dismissing her advice. 

I jumped in the water, retrieved my 
camera and grabbed hold of the tra-
verse line that ran from the stern of the 
dive boat. The current was not just stiff, 
it was ripping. The experience was a 
stern reminder to never take the sea or 
diving for granted. Dive operators are 
not clairvoyant or omniscient, so div-
ers must embrace their responsibility 
for making sure sites and conditions 
meet their skill and comfort levels. 

Back in Time
The Florida Keys is an idyllic des-

tination for both families and lone ex-
plorers. You can camp in state parks 
that dot the Overseas Highway, cruise 
above the reefs aboard glass-bottom 
boats, visit the haunts of such person-
alities as President Harry S. Truman, 
Ernest Hemingway and Tennessee Wil-
liams, watch diminutive Key Deer in 
the National Key Deer Refuge, bask in 
a brilliant Key West sunset and much, 
much more. Some people still show up 
looking for the fountain of youth. If 
they stay long enough, they often real-
ize the entire archipelago rejuvenates 
the body and the soul. Just as the arti-
ficial reef building program extends the 
usefulness and lifespan of retired ships, 
the Keys seems to slow the hectic pace 
of modern society to a much more man-
ageable flip-flop shuffle. 


