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INTRODUCTION





  My first published book, Adventure Sports in Florida (Pineapple Press, 1996) enjoyed moderate success, but it started a relationship with June and David Cussen, founders of Pineapple Press, that would go on to significantly impact my life for decades. June and David showed interest in my writing, and in a way took me under their wing. Shortly after Adventure Sports in Florida was published, they asked if I had any other Florida travel book ideas. I did, but I prefaced my pitch with a caution: it would probably be a niche market book. I liked exploring off the beaten path places and tiny towns, but I did not know if there was enough of an audience to justify a guidebook to Florida’s small towns. June and David said they thought it was worth a shot. They were right. The level of interest in Visiting Small-Town Florida (1997) surprised everybody, and a year later June and David asked me to write a second edition that included additional towns. It was published in 1999. A revised (second) edition, combing the two previous volumes and updated with some new additions, was published in 2003. The third edition came out in 2011. It’s been ten years since the last edition, so the fourth edition has been a long time coming. (Although this is the fourth edition, it is my fifth Visiting Small-Town Florida book.)




  Although far too young to appreciate the value of it at the time, I had the good fortune to grow up in South Tampa, a place that, in the 1960s and early 1970s functioned very much as a small town. Our small commercial center included Pardo’s Market, Martin’s Drugs, and Jake’s Barbershop. We had two grocery stores: Publix and B&B. Agliano’s Seafood, Kalupa’s Bakery, Schiller’s Delicatessen, and Chan’s Toy Shop were just a few blocks away. The elementary school and junior high were close enough to walk to. Our family dentist, pediatrician, and veterinarian were all less than a half-mile from our home. On Saturday mornings my friends and I would ride our 10-speed bikes right down the middle of Kennedy Boulevard (Tampa’s main east-west thoroughfare) to downtown, without stopping or encountering traffic. We played sandlot football in vacant lots, organized bicycle races that circumnavigated our neighborhood, and built tree houses in our backyards from discarded wood collected from construction site scrap piles.




  Today, we’re bombarded on a daily basis with messages that say the world has changed. Nothing will ever be the same. What we once knew and cherished, what we once endeavored to achieve, no longer applies. However, in sharp contrast, what I saw in my neighborhood in this chaos-filled time were families riding bicycles, tossing baseballs or footballs to each other, and pulling lawn chairs out at the end of the day to sit in their front yards and chat with neighbors. They were being careful to maintain some distance, but clearly the craving for community has not just survived, but maybe has been revitalized.




  Certainly, Tampa has grown into a big city, with much of the trappings that entails. And one of the reasons I first wrote Visiting Small-Town Florida was to provide a guidebook for those wishing to get away from the city and to experience places that function at a different pace. Even so I am heartened to still see a glimmer of small-town-ness in my hometown.




  I thought it might be useful to go back twenty-four years and see what I had written in the first edition’s introduction. Had those desires and attitudes really changed? Are the things that seemed important then different from what is important now?




  Here’s an excerpt from that introduction:






   We seem to have come to a time in society (and even more acutely so in Florida) when people are starved for simpler lifestyles—lifestyles that are still commonplace in the little hamlets and boroughs that are fortunate enough to be inconvenient to Florida’s main thoroughfares. Most people have to live in the large population centers because that’s where their jobs are. That’s a fact of life. However, big cities represent sometimes overwhelming complications. Life can make unreasonable demands on the city dweller. Crime, crowds, traffic jams, long lines, and rude people (who don’t care because they’ll probably never see you again) are things that they have to deal with on a daily basis. In the middle of all this mayhem, they are daydreaming about Mayberry: “If only my life were as simple as Andy and Aunt Bea’s.”




  A big city works hard to homogenize the personalities of its residents. It stifles individuality. It makes it too easy for people to blend in with the background and exist without affecting their surroundings—a whole life can pass by without ever making a mark. In a small town, even the meekest find a purpose, or they are given one. A small town requires the inclusion of each one of its residents—there is no anonymity. Individuals make up its character, which breeds a sense of community and responsibility. A big city’s personality is diluted by its vast population. Small towns have a richness and eccentricity that can only come when a small enough group of people, who almost all know each other, live in relative isolation from mass-produced society. People develop more distinct identities when they are not such small morsels in a giant stew.







  I think that message rings as true today as it did then. So, from my viewpoint, I feel confident that our core human needs, desires, and goals have not been altered. Thankfully. In some cases, how we achieve them has evolved, though. For instance, it is no longer necessary to live in a large metropolitan area in order to work. That means more people are putting down roots in smaller, more livable communities, which means small-town populations are growing. But this did not just happen. It has been going on for a while. Previously, as a parameter for the purpose of inclusion, I tried to include towns with populations of ten thousand or less. In this volume, I am including towns of fifteen thousand or less because there are many great Florida small towns that fit into that range that I want to include.




  Florida is an odd-shaped state, and to make Visiting Small-Town Florida most useful I have separated it into three regions: North, Central, and South.




  The North Region contains the Florida Panhandle, which is located between the northern coast of the Gulf of Mexico and the Alabama and Georgia state lines. This region has more in common with those two states, both geologically and culturally, than it does with the rest of Florida. Locals fondly refer to the Panhandle’s coast as the “Redneck Riviera.” Here beach towns sit among wind-blown sand dunes and overlook pristine, glistening white beaches with sand made of quartz washed down from the Appalachian Mountains over thousands of years. Inland—up closer to Alabama and Georgia, rolling hills, river crossings, and pastureland dominate the landscape. Meandering two-lane roads navigate elevation changes and connect the dots between isolated communities. The northeast coast bills itself as the “First Coast,” and for good reason. Although Christopher Columbus is routinely credited with “discovering” America, he never got any farther than the Bahamas and the Caribbean. Columbus never actually set foot on mainland America. It was another European explorer (who had sailed with Columbus on earlier expeditions), Spaniard Juan Ponce de Leon, who first landed on Florida’s beaches on April 2, 1513. There is some argument about the exact location where de Leon landed. Depending on which historian you talk to, it was either a bit north of where St. Augustine is now, or just south of Daytona, at Ponce Inlet, or just south of Cape Canaveral near Melbourne. Two of Florida’s most significant small towns are here: Fernandina Beach (on the north tip of Amelia Island, near the Florida-Georgia state line) and St. Augustine.




  The Central Region (which contains my hometown, Tampa) is a marvelous mix of the state’s much varied culture and ethnicity. From Greek influences springing from Tarpon Springs, to Cuban, Spanish, and Italian influences originating in Tampa, to rural interior “Florida Cracker” influences, you will find it all here.




  The South Region takes on an entirely different flavor—far more Caribbean and South American.




  Within each region I have ordered the towns geographically: generally, west to east, and then north to south. Many people like to road trip and visit a variety of towns in one outing, so this was the most logical way to arrange the book. It has allowed me to group towns, which road-trippers are likely to visit on one trip, in a logical order, like: Grayton Beach, Seaside, and Rosemary; Apalachicola, St. George Island, and Carrabelle; Micanopy, Cross Creek, and Evinston; Floral City, Pineola, and Istachatta; Crystal River, Ozello, and Homosassa; Sebring, Lake Placid, and Arcadia; Matlacha, Bokeelia, Pineland, and St. James City; and Everglades City, Chokoloskee, and Ochopee.




  In this edition I cover seventy-nine small towns, spreading from Florida’s far northwest at Perdido Key on the Florida-Alabama border, to the far northeast corner at Fernandina Beach on Amelia Island, down to Big Pine Key in Florida’s far southern keys. I will delve into the history of each, seek out and dine at their best local eateries, stay at their quaint inns and bed and breakfasts, and browse their shops, galleries, and museums. Some are mere crossroads, offbeat places like Two Egg, or historically significant like Rosewood. Some are bustling towns with centuries of history, like St. Augustine. In-between there are quirky artist communities, like Matlacha, and places to unwind and soak in the sun and breathe in the salt air, like St. George Island.




  For me, experiencing local cuisine is a major component to travel. Sometimes I travel just for the purpose of finding great food. With Florida’s rich melting pot of ethnic influences—Spanish, Cuban, Bahamian, Greek, Italian, and Puerto Rican (to name just a few)—its small towns have much to offer. And then of course there is the seafood. You are never far from fresh seafood in Florida. With the Gulf of Mexico on the west and the Atlantic Ocean on the east, the most landlocked spot in Florida is still less than ninety miles from the sea. Small-town Florida’s restaurants often feature fresh-caught fish, shrimp, lobster, and the state’s own delicacies like stone crab claws, bay scallops, and oysters. Apalachicola, Fernandina Beach, Mount Dora, Anna Maria, and Islamorada may all be small, but they are all spectacularly good restaurant towns.




  Readers will note that, on occasion, I give my opinion and say, “My favorite . . .,” “I recommend . . . ,” and “I can vouch for . . . ” repeatedly. So, yes, I love barbecue, comfort food, soul food, and seafood. If you do too, you will likely enjoy those that I have noted.




  All the towns in this edition of Visiting Small-Town Florida were chosen because I found something captivating there: an enchanting story in its history, inviting lodging, or exceptional local cuisine. Many are vacation destinations worthy of long weekend or even week-long stays, like Seaside, Apalachicola, St. George Island, Fernandina Beach, St. Augustine, Mount Dora, Boca Grande, Sanibel, and Captiva. At the other end of that spectrum are some tiny spots where you are more likely to spend just an hour (or less) but that are worth detouring through just to see. These merit mention because they have intriguing stories, like Two Egg, Sopchoppy, Cross Creek, Briny Breezes, Rosewood, or Ochopee.




  Lastly, I have devoted a good bit of space to historical anecdotes in most of my chapters. Why? Most people drive through these towns without slowing down, but if they knew the stories behind these places they might be persuaded to stop and visit for a while.
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NORTH REGION
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  The Flora-Bama Lounge on Perdido Key




  FLORA-BAMA/PERDIDO KEY




  Population not listed on census




  I know. Flora-Bama is not actually a town. Neither is Perdido Key, the barrier island that stretches about twenty-five miles from Johnson Beach National Seashore (in Florida) to Orange Beach (in Alabama). I first heard about the Flora-Bama Lounge and Perdido Key in the late 1970s while I was a student at Auburn University. Although ostensibly majoring in business/marketing, I will confess I devoted much of my time to skydiving. I was president of the university’s skydiving club (the oldest such collegiate club in the country), and head instructor. I would skydive every weekend and fellow skydivers formed my circle of college friends. Occasionally, we would do exhibition jumps at football games, lake parties, and sometimes a clandestine sunset jump onto campus. A gang of my L. A. (that’s “Lower Alabama” not California) skydiving buddies told me about a jump that takes place at a big annual party, something they called “The Mullet Toss,” at the Flora-Bama Lounge on Perdido Key. The Flora-Bama was a ramshackle dive beach bar—locally famous back then. It’s still a ramshackle dive beach bar but it’s internationally famous now.




  Perdido Key stretches along the Gulf Coast, across the Florida/Alabama state border, southwest of Pensacola. Stilt houses overlook beach sand dunes and the emerald green water of the Gulf of Mexico. Although not commercially overbuilt, it is mostly residential; Perdido has long been a popular summer vacation spot for families from Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida.
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  The Flora-Bama Lounge on Perdido Key




  In 1964, Ted and Ellen Tampary, along with their two sons Tony and Connie, had planned to debut the Flora-Bama Lounge in time for the start of summer. But the just completed building caught fire and burned down before they could open. Undeterred, they rebuilt and opened in October. It was (and still is) the quintessential beach road-house. What makes the Flora-Bama unique is that it straddles the Florida-Alabama state line. Perdido Key was a near-desolate barrier island back then. A bridge (from the Alabama side) had just been built in 1962.




  In 1978, the Tamparys sold to Joe Gilchrist and Pat McClellan, who knew a good thing when they saw it and changed nothing about the décor but thought some live entertainment might lure more customers. They also came up with something that ultimately put the Flora-Bama on the national map: The Interstate Mullet Toss, an annual contest and beach party that takes place on the last weekend in April. It is just what it sounds like—a contest that sees who can throw a mullet the farthest, from one state to the next. The first time I visited the Flora-Bama (back in the mid-1990s) it was still a one-story building. The state line was painted down the middle of the bar’s floor. I ordered a dozen oysters on the half shell and a beer in one state and consumed them in the other. In 2004, Florida experienced its every-four-decades rash of hurricanes. Four slammed the state in a six-week period. Number three, Ivan, was one of those that hung out in the Atlantic and Caribbean for a couple weeks before driving up into the Gulf of Mexico as a Category 5. It had weakened to a Category 3 by the time it made landfall, but it was still a monster—with a fifty-mile-wide eye, and it landed right on the Florida-Alabama border. Some of the Flora-Bama withstood the onslaught but a massive storm surge gutted it beyond repair. Ivan stands as one of the most devastating hurricanes ever to strike the Alabama/West Florida coast, so everyone assumed that this was the end of the Flora-Bama. But, just like forty years prior, eventually it re-opened.




  In 2011, Gilchrist and McClellan added a third partner, John McKinnis. In 2012, the Flora-Bama underwent a major renovation building it three stories tall. The new owners salvaged much of the original bar and installed it on the third floor. To make the (now) multiple bars function more efficiently, they built a special “liquor room” with an automated system that pumps booze from hundreds of bottles, on demand, directly to the bars.




  Today, the once lonely roadhouse is one of the most popular stops in this region and one of the best places in Florida to just hang out. Well-known musicians like Kenny Chesney and Jimmy Buffet are regularly booked. In addition, the Flora-Bama serves up some outstanding fresh-out-of-the-Gulf seafood: oysters—raw, Cajun-spicy, or “McClellan” (with bacon, onions, and Gouda cheese); and shrimp—peel-andeat or coconut-fried.




  DON’T MISS




  The Interstate Mullet Toss if you are there the last weekend in April




  _____________


  

  On September 16, 2020, just a few months away from my Visiting Small-Town Florida, fourth edition, manuscript deadline, Category 2 Hurricane Sally made landfall near Gulf Shores, Alabama, just west of the Flora-Bama. This was not something new for them. They boarded up and sand bagged as needed. Although there was first-floor flooding, they cleaned up, repaired, and reopened just days later. Ironically, Hurricane Sally hit on the sixteenth anniversary of Hurricane Ivan.
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  Milton Railroad Depot Museum




  MILTON, BAGDAD




  Population: Milton 10,523; Bagdad 3,474




  The question on the mind of nearly every golf fan in May 2012 was, “Where the heck is Bagdad, Florida?” The tiny town received some instant national attention when professional golfer and Bagdad resident Bubba Watson won that year’s Masters Tournament. Two years later he won again. Watson was born, raised, and lived in Bagdad until 2015 when he and his family moved to nearby Pensacola. He currently owns a Chevrolet dealership in Milton (across Pond Creek from Bagdad).




  The two towns of Bagdad and Milton seem very much like one. They are separated only by Pond Creek, a tributary of the Blackwater River (which passes by both towns). Milton is popular with paddlers, rafters, and tubers, and claims the title of Canoe Capital of Florida. There is easy access to those waterways in addition to the Coldwater and Sweetwater rivers. Overlooking the banks of the Blackwater River, downtown Milton is a designated Florida Main Street community and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The Milton Museum of Local History is a great place to explore the area’s history and culture.
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  Bagdad Village Museum




  Pine logging and milling in the Milton/Bagdad area traces back to the early 1800s. The two towns grew side by side. Today, each have embraced its heritage and done much to preserve it, making them an interesting visit for history buffs.




  In 1817, the king of Spain granted land along Pond Creek to Juan de la Rua. De la Rua built and operated a lumber mill there for ten years before becoming discouraged with the local laborers. In 1828, he sold his property to Joseph Forsyth, who took on partners Ezekiel and Andrew Simpson. They built the dam-driven Arcadia Mill, and a village began to grow around it. The vast forests of this region were thick with valuable long-leaf yellow pine, and the Blackwater River provided a ready highway for floating logs down to Pensacola Bay. Forsyth and the Simpsons prospered and took on additional partner Benjamin Thompson. In 1840, they moved the mill a couple of miles downstream to the juncture of Pond Creek and the Blackwater River. A village grew around it again. Joseph Forsyth chose the name Bagdad—perhaps because, like its Middle Eastern namesake, it was wedged between two important rivers. (By the way, that is not a typo. Forsyth spelled the town’s name without the “h.”)




  Bagdad was on the south side of Pond Creek and Milton on the north side. About the same time that Joseph Forsyth and the Simpson brothers were getting the Arcadia Mill into full swing, Benjamin and Margaret Jernigan were starting a mill of their own. People began to refer to the area around it as Jernigan’s Landing and also as Scratch Ankle, presumably because of the dense briars that grew along the banks of the Blackwater River. Neither of those names stuck, but a more definitive one, Milltown, did, and it eventually evolved into Milton, which was incorporated in 1844.




  More sawmills opened over the following decades. By the turn of the century, Milton and Bagdad had become the most industrialized towns in Florida. The lumber barons thought the bounty was endless, but they were short-sighted. The Great Depression in the 1930s hit both towns hard. Plus, the once-plentiful pine forests had become depleted. The last of the mills, the Bagdad Land & Lumber Company, closed in 1939.




  Santa Rosa County Road 191 becomes Forsyth Street as it rolls into Bagdad from the south. On the right, behind a hedge, is the stately, pre-Civil War (1847) Thompson House. Arcadia Mill partner Benjamin Thompson built this palatial two-story antebellum mansion, with double front porches supported by twelve white columns. During the Civil War, invading Union troops commandeered the house. While there they scrawled a taunting message in charcoal across the parlor wall, which is still there today: “Mr. Thompson, Spurling’s First Cavalry camped in your house on the 26th of October 1864.” Originally, the house overlooked the Blackwater River, a few blocks to the east, but in 1913 the owners must have wanted a change of scenery. They jacked the house up onto log rollers, turned it around 180 degrees, and pulled it by mule to its present location. In 2009, the Thompson House finally got its own Florida Heritage Site/State Historic marker.




  Four blocks away, at the corner of Bushnell and Church Streets, the Bagdad Village Preservation Association operates the Bagdad Historical Museum in a restored circa1880s church building that was Bagdad’s first African American church. Displays there tell the story of Bagdad’s and the surrounding area’s early days and particularly of Bagdad’s involvement in the Civil War. During one battle of note that took place here in October 1864, the aforementioned Union colonel Thomas Spurling and some two hundred troops raided a Bagdad logging operation. Confederate troops engaged them in a battle that lasted two hours.




  Across Pond Creek Bridge, Milton has grown into a sizable town. The downtown district has been nicely renovated, particularly Caroline Street (Highway 90) and Willing Street, which parallels the Blackwater River. Downtown reminds me of a miniature Savannah or New Orleans French Quarter. Riverwalk Park—with its pink-blossoming crepe myrtle trees, brick walkways, wrought iron and wood park benches, and gas lamp-style streetlights, occupies the waterfront behind Willing Street. Visitors will find some good places to eat here. For doughnuts, muffins, pastries, and pies the Milton Quality Bakery, a family-owned business for more than fifty years, is a must stop. For upscale dining and entertainment try the Blackwater Bistro.




  Devastating fires swept through downtown Milton in 1909 and again in 1911, leveling much of the district. But this was boom time, and the town was rebuilt bigger and better than before. Two notable brick buildings—the three-story Imogene Theater on Caroline Street and the Exchange Hotel at the corner of Caroline and Elmira Streets—were part of Milton’s rebirth.




  Architect Walker Willis designed the theater. It was originally called the Milton Opera House when it opened in 1912. When the Gootch family bought it in 1920, they renamed it after their eleven-year-old daughter, Imogene. A post office and a store shared the first floor. The upstairs theater ran vaudeville shows, silent movies, and “talkies” until it closed in 1946. The Santa Rosa Historical Society restored it in 1987 and turned it into the Milton Opera House Museum of Local History. Unfortunately, fire struck again in January 2009. So, once again, the Historical Society went to work on restoration, which still continues today.




  Charles Sudmall, who operated the local telephone exchange in the early 1900s, was so impressed with the new Milton Opera House that he hired the same contractor, S. F. Fulguhm Company of Pensacola, to build the Exchange Hotel in 1913. Sudmall insisted that the hotel architecturally match the opera house. The hotel closed around 1946, but it was restored in 1984 and is now the First Judicial Circuit State Attorney’s Office.




  Another restored Milton historical structure, the 1909 Milton Railroad Depot, sits next to railroad tracks just across the Pond Creek Bridge on County Road 191. Although trains still run on these tracks, they no longer stop here. The original depot, built in 1882, burned in 1907. The 1909 depot was part of the Louisville and Nashville Railroad system. When passenger trains were discontinued in 1973, the depot closed and fell quickly into disrepair. The following year, the Santa Rosa Historical Society formed to save it. The depot reopened on July 4, 1976. It now houses the West Florida Railroad Museum.




  Just west of Milton and Bagdad (off Highway 90) you’ll find the Arcadia Mill Archaeological Site and Simpson House museum. Local historian Warren Weekes found the remains of the original mill while canoeing up Pond Creek in 1964 and spearheaded its archaeological excavation. When I spoke to Warren Weekes in 1998 (he was the museum curator at the time), he told me about Arcadia in the 1840s. “Back then, you were not allowed to acquire property and then turn right around to resell it. When Juan de la Rua got this property from the king of Spain, he had to keep it, improve it, and work it for a minimum of seven years. He paid the king of Spain one shipload of square lumber per year in taxes. When de la Rua sold the property to John Forsyth for four hundred dollars, he was glad to get rid of it. Apparently, he was less interested in running a mill and more interested in politics. Later he would become mayor of Pensacola. The Arcadia Mill ran off two big water wheels driven by Pond Creek. The mill made square lumber with straight saws—the round saw was not invented until after 1840. They would cut the long-leaf yellow pine lengthwise, flip it on its side, and then cut it again so that it came out square.” Sadly, Warren Weekes has since passed away, but the work that he began still goes on. On display at the museum is a collection of old photographs from the mill’s era, as well as artifacts excavated from the Arcadia site by the University of West Florida’s (UWF) archaeology department. Today, students from UWF are conducting extensive field research and digs. From the museum, a trail leads through the woods and down into a ravine where it crosses a swinging wooden bridge spanning Pond Creek. This was the site of the Arcadia Mill dam and water wheels, discovered by Weekes. Beneath the clear water of Pond Creek, you can still see the remains of the foundation of the dam.
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 The Little Big Store, DeFuniak Springs




  DEFUNIAK SPRINGS




  Population: 6,968




  Like many of Florida’s historic small towns, DeFuniak Springs (established in 1881) began as a railroad stop. But in this case, the railroad company saw it as more than just a stopover. Along with rail line charter rights, the state of Florida had granted Pensacola and Atlantic (a subsidiary of Louisville and Nashville Railroad [L&N Railroad]) property ownership covering what today encompasses more than five counties. The rail line recognized that the area surrounding what is now Lake DeFuniak and Chipley Park, had promise as a scenic community with recreational offerings. It was a special enough place that they named it for Frederick DeFuniak, L&N Railroad president.




  In 1884, the Chautauqua Association, based in Lake Chautauqua, New York, chose DeFuniak Springs as its Florida Chautauqua winter assembly location. The association promoted a combination of adult education, recreation, and religion. It would have a substantial, long-term influence on education and society in DeFuniak Springs.




  In 1886, a group of local women in DeFuniak Springs started a library to support the needs of the Florida Chautauqua Association. Renamed the Walton-DeFuniak Library in 1975, it is the oldest continuously operated library in Florida. Located on the inside of Circle Drive, it sits overlooking Lake DeFuniak about one-quarter of the way around from downtown. The hardwood-frame building is simply designed with some pleasing exterior motifs typical for the late nineteenth century, such as the diagonal slats on the upper portion of the outside walls and scalloped shingles in the front gable over the entranceway. The original building was completed in 1887 at a cost of only $580. A rear addition was added in 1984 but blends so well architecturally that it appears to have been a part of the original.




  Inside, polished wood floors and large oval throw rugs give the library a warm feeling. An amazing display of old swords, spears, battle axes, crossbows, and muskets hang on the walls. The collection originally belonged to Professor Kenneth Bruce from Palmer College in DeFuniak Springs, who left the armaments to the college in his will. When Palmer College closed its doors in the 1930s, the collection was given to the city and then later passed on to the library. Many of the weapons are European and date back to the Crusades (AD 1100–1300), while some pieces come from Malaysia, Persia, and Japan. The Kentucky muskets date from the mid- to late 1700s.




  Additional historic buildings and Victorian homes surround the near perfectly round spring-fed Lake DeFuniak. Just past the library is the 1909 Chautauqua Building, originally the Chautauqua Hall of Brotherhood. Today it houses the Walton County Chamber of Commerce. Circle Drive continues past St. Agatha’s Episcopal Church, with its ornate stained-glass windows. Built in 1896, it is the oldest church on the circle. On the next block, at 219 Circle Drive, you’ll find the Bullard House, a three-story turn of the century Victorian complete with bay windows, a turret, and steeple.




  Baldwin Avenue is the main street of DeFuniak Springs’ historic district. It runs east/west just across the railroad tracks from Lake De-Funiak. Renovated brick storefronts face south and overlook the lake and the restored L&N train depot, now home to the Walton County Heritage Museum. Chipley Park, on the north side of Lake DeFuniak, has an open-air amphitheater and band shell that was constructed by the city in 1988, which fits beautifully with the town’s turn of the century charm. And it is an idyllic setting for concerts.
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  DeFuniak Springs Library




  Antique and curio shops fill the restored buildings on and around Baldwin Avenue. The Big Store, in a century-old building fronting Baldwin, is now closed, but just around the corner you’ll find the Little Big Store—an old-fashion country general store and mercantile. There is an assortment of antique shops here, but my favorite is the Nook & Cranny, with a vast inventory of collectibles and whimsical art pieces.




  I found two good downtown eateries: Bogey’s Bar & Restaurant at the east end of Baldwin Avenue and Café Nola at the Hotel DeFuniak. Sadly, an old favorite, The Busy Bee Café (which had been there since 1916) has closed. But I found something new. The Perla Baking Company, which opened in 2019, is an outstanding fresh-baked goods (buttery croissants, cinnamon, blueberry, and cheese Danish pastries, plus cakes and cupcakes) and gourmet espresso shop. Perla has quickly become DeFuniak Springs’ coffee hangout.
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  Perla Baking Company, DeFuniak Springs




  There is historic lodging here as well. The elegant 1920 Hotel DeFuniak underwent extensive restoration in 1997. Today, it offers elegant period-themed rooms and suites. This charming two-story hotel was originally built as a Masonic lodge in 1920. The Masons held meetings upstairs and rented the downstairs to a furniture store. Following the collapse of the Florida real estate boom, in 1929 the building sold at a foreclosure auction to attorney Stealie Preacher, who opened his law office downstairs. Preacher’s wife turned the upstairs into the Lake Hotel. In the 1940s it sold again—this time to pharmacist Marshall Light-foot, who kept the hotel upstairs and opened a drugstore downstairs. But like so many of America’s downtown historic structures, by the 1970s the building had fallen into disrepair. It wasn’t until 1996 that a local group purchased it, spent a year restoring it, and then reopened it as the Hotel DeFuniak.




  One hundred years ago, DeFuniak Springs was a place that successfully combined southern small-town charm with sophistication, culture, and education. Today’s residents continue to do an exceptional job of maintaining that heritage.




  DON’T MISS




  The historic Walton-DeFuniak Library
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  The Lawrence Grocery Store, Two Egg, 1998 and 2020




  TWO EGG




  Population not listed on census




  It may have been a stretch to call two little country stores, the Lawrence Grocery and the Pittman Store, across the road from each other and out in the middle of nowhere, a town, but Two Egg has a story that no one can resist. I first stopped into Lawrence Grocery and met the owner Nell Lawrence King in 1998.




  Nell King had owned the Lawrence Grocery since 1988. Prior to 1988 King’s father, her uncle, and her brothers had all owned it at one time or another.




  “I’ve lived within a couple miles of here all my life,” Nell told me. “This is the entire town of Two Egg. Let me count up for a second and I’ll tell you what the population is.” For about five seconds Nell mentally ticked off in her head who had had babies lately. “Should be twenty-eight right now. Yeah, we may be a small town but people do know we are here. The Florida Department of Transportation folks over in Tallahassee tell us that the Two Egg road sign out on County Road 69 is the most stolen road sign in the whole state.”




  Of course, I had to ask her about the story behind the name Two Egg. Originally, it was called Allison. Back in the 1890s, a salesman who frequently stopped into the store on his route started calling it Two Egg. Every time he would come into the store, he would see the little children of a local farming family, the Williams’s, bringing in eggs to trade for sodas or candy. It was a large family. Each child had a chicken to care for, and in lieu of an allowance they could use the eggs from their chickens to barter with. The smaller children could just manage one egg in each hand, hence the name.




  The Lawrence Grocery Store closed for good in 2007 and now sits sadly boarded up and surrounded by a chain-link fence. The Pittman Store is long gone, now just a vacant lot.




  Two other interesting side notes: actress Faye Dunaway grew up a couple miles from Two Egg in the community of Bascom and reportedly visited the Lawrence Grocery often as a child. Also, Two Egg has its own skunk ape/bigfoot, the Stump Jumper.
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