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Add A KOA ECO Tour To Your Summer Vacation
Four miles due west of the bustling north/south Florida Keys traffic on U.S. 1 lies a tiny, football-field-sized island. 

Marvin Key - a mangrove-ringed atoll surrounded by sugar-white sand and turquoise water so blue it challenges reality - its just the sort of tropical getaway you’ve always dreamed about. It’s the very last island key before you enter the deep waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

But you can’t get there from here – or easily from anywhere else, really – unless you start from the Sugarloaf Key /Key West KOA Campground.

A visit to Marvin Key is one of the highlights of a three-hour, insider’s “ECO Tour” of the southern Florida Keys led by Captain Tom Bailey and First Mate/wife Leslie.

Captain Tom, complete with bronze tan and graying ponytail, is also the manager of the Sugarloaf Key KOA Marina. The KOA is the closest campground to the pleasures of Key West, just 12 miles to the southwest.

Tom and Leslie scrapped their life in Texas five years ago in exchange for the laid-back life of the Conch Republic, as the locals love to call their Keys.

Their love of boating led them to be Work Kampers at the Sugarloaf Key/Key West KOA in 2001, and Tom’s job as dock master soon followed. It wasn’t long before the idea of ECO Tours became reality.

“It combines everything I love,” says Captain Tom as he maneuvers Sugarloaf’s 20-foot pontoon through one of the narrow canals. “I’m outside in the sun, I’m on a boat and I get to give people a good time by showing them areas of the Keys that they just won’t see any other way.”

The ECO Tours give up to six passengers a very unique view of the Keys. You’re almost guaranteed to see brown pelicans, blue herons, gorgeous white ibis and huge green iguanas basking in the sun. And - if you’re lucky enough to grab a seat on the sunset cruise – the feeding porpoise will likely accompany the pontoon back to the marina.

Captain Tom steers the boat expertly through the amazingly shallow water and keeps up a steady banter, answering questions with a sprinkling of local lore. After all, these are the islands first “discovered” by Juan Ponce de Leon in 1513, and the same waters that later hid pirates and their treasures.

At the far reaches of the ECO Tour, Captain Tom slows the boat and drops anchor a good quarter mile from the shore of Marvin Key. Passengers gasp as he jumps over the side, only to find that the good captain is standing on firm, white sand in knee deep water.

Then, it’s everyone overboard as you follow Leslie to shore amid the darting silver mullet fish. Keep an eye on your feet, and you’ll likely see a few juvenile conch shells clutching the sand.

On the way back to the campground, Captain Tom will take you along man made canals cut through the mangroves. He’ll even point out where Humphrey Bogart waded through the chest-deep water during the filming of the movie “The African Queen.”

“We get a lot of campers who tell us that the ECO Tour was the highlight of their stay in the Keys,” said Robyn Koromhas, manager of the Sugarloaf Key/Key West KOA. “Having people like Tom and Leslie provide something like this for our campers is really very special. They will show you absolutely beautiful places that very few people get to see. It’s all very laid back, informal and fun, just like the Keys are supposed to be.”

The campground’s marina and boat rental business will soon undergo a major facelift in order to match the quality of the rest of the Sugarloaf/Key West KOA. This campground is a great summer escape for all ages, with one of the very few swimming beaches you’ll find in the Keys. There’s also a beautiful pool, so relief from summer’s heat is never more than a few steps away. Don’t miss the special movies shown right on the beach, or the newly remodeled coffee shop and snack bar.

To find out more about the ECO Tours, or to plan your stay at the Sugarloaf Key/Key West KOA, visit www.koa.com.

