
Ten Fun and Inexpensive Things To Do  
on Sanibel and Captiva Islands  

 

 
 
 
 

Sanibel and Captiva Islands are barrier islands located off the SW Coast of 
Florida in the Gulf of Mexico. The white sandy beaches, Gulf breezes, wildlife 
habitats, and natural beauty make this a tropical destination worth exploring. 
There is no shortage of things to do during your stay, and many are free or 
inexpensive. Here is my list of ten activities that are sure to make your visit 
memorable. 

 

 
 

1.  Kayak the waters of Sanibel and Captiva 
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Exploring Sanibel and Captiva by water offers a unique perspective and is a great 
way to get up close to nature. 



Pine Island Sound Aquatic Preserve separates the islands from the mainland and is 
full of dolphin, manatees, otters, and a variety of birds including osprey, pelicans, 
and herons. Rent a kayak or launch your own and start paddling. 

 

Commodore Creek Trail, located at J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge, is 
an easy 2.5 mile trail. The trail winds through mangroves and past rookeries where 
you will witness a variety of birds and an occasional manatee. 

 

The Buck Key Paddling Trail, guides paddlers between Captiva Island and Buck Key, 
and connects to the 190-mile Great Calusa Blueway Trail. 

 
 

2.  Shelling at Lighthouse Beach 
 

 

 
 

		 		
 

Sanibel Island is unique in that most of the barrier islands off the coast of SW 

Florida run north and south. Sanibel runs east and west. 

The Gulf current sweeps up the coast from the south, and Sanibel, which is 
positioned sideways to the flow, scoops up an abundance of seashells. 
Lighthouse Beach is an ideal spot for dedicated shellers to collect and admire 
these “treasures from the sea”. They can be seen shuffling along the beach, 
hunched over picking up shells. A stance that has been dubbed the “Sanibel 
Stoop.”		
		
The Lighthouse Beach is one of the favorite places on Sanibel for photographers 
to capture the beauty of the Island. The large driftwood tree, green tropical 
sea grape plants and clear blue water make this beach unique. 



 
 
 
 

3.  Breakfast at The Island Cow 
 

 

 
 

Where do you go when you’re in the mooood for a scrumptious breakfast in a 
tropical setting? 
Someplace with a laid back atmosphere surrounded by palm trees and gulf 
breezes… 
The Island Cow is a favorite for locals and visitors alike.  It is located on 

Periwinkle Way, the main thoroughfare through the Island. 
Expect a short wait for a table, especially during the busier months of season. 
Relax in a colorful Adirondack chair or try your skills at corn hole as you wait. 
Breakfast begins with free homemade cake muffins. The warm muffins with 
colorful sprinkles and butter cubes, are brought to the table as soon as you sit 
down.  Don’t wallow in guilt…eat the fabulous muffins! 
The menu is enormous with a large selection of breakfast items such as eggs, 
waffles, and pancakes, to name a few. The House special, the Loaded Seafood 
Omelette, is stuffed with shrimp, sweet crabmeat, scallops, and paired with bell 
peppers, onions and cheese. It is delicious! 
The “Cowa Bunga Breakfast” is served Monday-Saturday 7 a.m- 11 a.m and 
Sunday 7 a.m – 12:00, and is cooked homestyle with only fresh ingredients. 



4.  Sunset at Mucky Duck 
 

 

 
 

Formerly a quaint little teahouse, known as the Gulf View Inn, resided on 
Captiva Island. The Inn had a window to the ocean with beautiful views of the 
sunset. In 1976, the Gulf View Inn was purchased by two entrepreneurs wanting 
to share the fabulous sunset with others. 
The name “Mucky Duck” originates from England where local pubs bear the 
names “Dirty Duck”, “White Swan”, or “Mucky Duck.” 
Located at the west end of Andy Rosse Lane, overlooking the Gulf of Mexico, the 
Mucky Duck has become known for it’s breathtaking sunsets. 
After dinner, sit back with a glass of wine and marvel as the sky becomes ablaze 
with color. A perfect ending to a fabulous day on Captiva. 
Best of All…The sunsets are free. 



5.  Nature Hike at “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge  
 

 

 
 

The J..N “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge is part of the largest 
undeveloped mangrove ecosystem in the United States. It is known world wide for 
its spectacular migratory bird populations. It is not uncommon to observe 
alligators, raccoons, rabbits, and otters, in addition to a variety of birds while 
exploring the refuge. 
Visitors can drive, bike, or hike through the 4-mile Wildlife Drive, which is open 
everyday except Friday. There are three trails that can be accessed from Wildlife 
Drive: Indigo Trail and the Wildlife Education Boardwalk (4 miles round trip), 
Shellmound Trail, and Wulfert Trail. Cost is $5 per vehicle or $1 per walker or 
bicyclist. 
One of the lesser-known trails at Ding Darling National Park is the Bailey Tract. 
This trail provides an easy hike through interior habitats where you may see 
ducks, alligators, and rabbits. Bobcats often frequent this area at night. 
The Bailey Tract is open seven days a week and admission is free. 



 

6.  Bailey-Matthews National Shell Museum 
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Sanibel Island has a reputation as a top shell-collecting destination. Bailey- 
Matthews Shell Museum uses a variety of methods to demonstrate the role of 
shells in ecology, history, art, and other disciplines. 
The Museum hosts a weekly beach walk every Thursday at 10:00. Participants 
learn from a marine naturalist about the shells and other marine life that has 
washed ashore. 
The Museum houses more than two million shells representing a third of the 
world’s species of living mollusks. 
Admission is $11 for adults, $5 for children ages 5-16,  free for children under 4 
Hours are 10 a.m. – 5 p.m daily 



 

 
 
 
 

7.  Crow 
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CROW (Clinic for Rehabilitation of Wildlife) is a 10-acre wildlife sanctuary with 
a wildlife hospital. The Organization rescues animals from around Florida, 
nurtures and rehabilitates them, and transitions them back to nature. 
CROW’s Visitor Center includes state-of-the-art hands-on exhibits, allows 
visitors to watch recovering animals via a critter cam, and provides education on 
becoming a wildlife veterinarian. 
CROW offers boat excursions weekly during season. 
Admission is $5 for adults, $3 for ages 13-18, free for children under 12. 
Hours: December 15-April: 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Monday through Saturday 

May- December 14: 10 a.m to 4 p.m.  Monday through Friday 



 

8.  Rent a bicycle from Billy’s Rentals 
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With over 27 miles of paths, peddling around the Islands is a great way to 
discover nature, frolic on the beaches, or just cruise around and explore. 
Billy’s offers single speed, multi speed, hybrid, specialty, physically challenged, 
high performance road bikes, and joggers. 
The store also sells new and used bicycles as well as accessories and includes a 
full service bike repair shop. 
A trail map as well as a helmet and lock are provided with rentals. Baby seats 

are also available. Rentals are by the hour, day, or week. 
Sanibel’s bike trails are wide, smooth and well marked with water fountains and 
bike racks along the way. Exploring Sanibel on a bicycle is a perfect way to get 
off the beaten path. 



9.		Big Arts Herb Strauss Theatre 
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This 160-seat theatre presents Broadway-caliber talent with actors from around 
the United States performing live musicals, dramas and comedies.  The intimate 
atmosphere, with seating on three sides, is known for it’s great acoustics and view 
of the stage . 
Tickets vary based on performance but average $35. Child (Under age 17) and 
Student (Under age 25 with valid ID) can purchase tickets for only $5. 



10. Dinner at The Bubble Room 

 

 
 

 

The Bubble Room, located on Captiva Island, opened its doors in 1979. The 
famous multi- theme restaurant includes old toys from the 1930s and 1940s, walls 
lined with photographs of visiting movie stars, moving trains, a “Forever 
Christmas” room,  and many other unique toys and décor. 
The restaurant serves lunch and dinner as well as amazing desserts. The lunch 
menu includes entrees with interesting names such as Tutti-Frutti O’Rudi, Pita 
Fonda, Flank Sinatra, and Moon over Miami. 
The dinner menu is equally unique with choices such as Flaming Socra Cheese, 
Duck Ellington, and Pastablanca. 
Any meal at The Mucky Duck is not complete without dessert. 
Prepared in their on-site bakery, the desserts are amazing. 
With decadent choices such as Buttercrunch Ice Cream Pie, French Chocolate 
Torte, Jamaican Rum Cake, and Key Lime Pie, its so hard to choose just one. My 
recommendation…the fabulously rich Red Velvet Cake. 



 

 

 
Whether your visit to Sanibel is a romantic weekend for two, a family vacation, or 
a spontaneous day trip, you will find that this tropical paradise has something for 
everyone. Pack your bathing suit and sense of adventure. Living on island time 
is time well spent. 
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