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ome might say this city bleeds blue 
and orange. Nestled in lush, hilly 
North Central Florida, Gainesville 
is home to the University of Florida 
and its famous Gators. In fall, there’s 
no escaping the chomp, chomp of 

Gator football. It’s also home to other 
national champion sports teams, such as gymnas-
tics, and kid-friendly attractions, making this a 
great family getaway.

Cape Coral resident and UF graduate Chris-
topher Spiro spends many of his fall weekends 
cheering on his alma mater with his family by 
his side. In fact, when football season kicked off 
this year, Chris hosted one of his renowned “Epic 
Tailgates,” where his two now-grown children 
(Chelsea is a UF graduate, and CJ is a junior at 
UF) have grown up wearing blue and orange and 
experiencing Gator football first hand.
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» travel (continued) 

“Our children have been going to 
Florida football games since they were 
infants. They attended in car seat carri-
ers,” Chris says. “Our tailgate followed 
the age of our children … so always 
family friendly, but these days a little 
more fraternity than child-friendly.”

Chris attends all home games and 
usually one away game. 

“Our away games are usually LSU 
in Baton Rouge with my best friend, 
who is a Tiger, FSU, where my brother 
Jeff graduated from, or South Carolina, 
where my cousin attended and my 
uncle lives,” he says. “This year we may 
attend the Tennessee game.”

Tailgating is a time to reconnect with 
old friends and make new ones, Chris 
explains. 

“We have been tailgating together 
so long that at Thanksgiving, when the 
Gators play FSWho at home, we all join 
our tailgate tables together prior to the 
game, sit and break bread as a family,” 
he says.

For anyone wanting to experience a 
UF tailgate at a football game this fall, 
Chris recommends scanning social me-
dia and Craig’s List for tailgate spots. 

“Tailgate spots are becoming more 

and more difficult to find. You can often 
find students who will let you park 
on their yard for a fee and give you 
use of the restroom and electricity,” he 
explains. “Once you find a spot, pay for 
the year and make sure you know the 
protocol for securing the spot in future 
years.”

Gainesville is more than football. 
In fact, my daughter, Kylie, and I spent 
time on the campus in the summer of 
2015 for her to attend a gymnastics 
camp. She absolutely loved touring the 
campus, dining at the college water-
ing holes and exploring the local area 
outside of the Stephen C. O’Connell 
Center, where most of her hours were 
spent.

Beyond the university, there are nu-
merous parks and nature preserves for 
families to explore Gainesville’s natural 
beauty and wildlife, says Visit Gaines-
ville spokesperson Mary Reichardt. She 
recommends visiting Paynes Prairie 
Preserve State Park. 

“Roam the hiking trails — the state 
park is home to over 300 species of 
birds, reptiles, including alligators in full 
view sunning on the swamp banks, and 
even the wild bison and cracker horses,” 

she says. “Or canoe or paddleboard the 
Santa Fe River. Spend a day working 
together as a team as you canoe, kayak 
or paddleboard the scenic river making 
stops at all the cold-water springs along 
the way that feed crystal clear, fresh 
water into the river.”

Another recommended family stop is 
the Florida Museum of Natural History 
on the UF campus. 

“Families can enjoy the famous but-
terfly museum inside the larger facility, 
where butterflies fly free and can be 
seen eating bananas or will even land 
on you if you are still enough — wear-
ing white helps,” she adds.

For families planning a football 
weekend, Chris offers some advice 
from his own experience. First, this is 
not a day trip. Make a weekend of it, he 
recommends.

“You start on Friday afternoon with 
visiting a local watering hole — we like 
Swamp Head Brewing,” Chris says. 
“From there, we meet up with friends 
and family for a good meal, usually 
in the downtown area (Marks Prime, 
Dragonfly Sushi, etc.). From there, we 
may wander to Lillian’s for some live 
music, and if we are looking to get wild, 
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we head to Midtown (very young, mostly students). 
Saturday morning, we are up early, a quick jog through 
campus and then sit and listen to the Pride of the Sun-
shine State Marching Band practice while sipping coffee 
on our condo balcony (our son is our current tenant).”

Then the epic tailgate begins. “We head down to 
tailgate around 8 a.m., unless it is a late game, then 8:30 
a.m. We set up the tailgate and begin our day. We have 
been tailgating in the same spot with the same people 
for nearly 18 years, so it is always a welcoming reunion. 
In addition, we have a great number of friends from 
Southwest Florida who come visit us over the course of 
the day as well as friends of our children and, in the case 
of this season, our son CJ and his Pike brothers.

“We head to the game an hour before kick-off, stop-
ping by the Spiro Family brick located on the Cham-
pions Walk in front of the stadium. We find our way 
to our seats and enjoy the pre-game festivities. While 
my wife Rachel and I have been and continue to be 
invited to sit in the air conditioned box seats, we like the 
energy of being in the stands. We cheer on our Gators, 
scream orange and blue, sing “We Are the Boys of Old 
Florida,” and celebrate our victories and curse our loses. 
From there, it is back to the tailgate for a little post-game 
libation, and then it’s off to Dockside Gators for grilled 
wings and beer. From there, we may cruise through 
campus to see what is happening, find a local watering 
hole or call it a night. Sunday morning, it’s up early, take 
our son and his roommate to breakfast and get on the 
road.”

At left, visitors encounter 
butterflies at the Florida 
Museum of Natural 
History on the University 
of Florida campus. 
Below, a family enjoys 
the Santa Fe River by 
canoe. Opposite page, 
Christopher Spiro tailgates 
(circa 2004) with his two 
children, CJ, who is now a 
junior at UF, and Chelsea, 
a UF graduate. 
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