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  Introduction




  You are never far from fresh seafood in Florida. With the Gulf of Mexico on one side and the Atlantic Ocean on the other, the most landlocked spot in Florida is still less than 90 miles from the sea. With 1,200 miles of sea coastline, Florida ranks second only to Alaska in coastline length. Add to that our inland water: Florida has more than 30,000 lakes covering 4,400 square miles, and 11,000 linear miles of rivers and streams. The largest lake, Okeechobee, covers 730 square miles. The longest river, the St. Johns, travels 273 miles. So it is easy to see why seafood rules on both the Florida restaurant scene and Floridians’ home dining tables. There’s nothing like fresh-caught Florida grouper, snapper, or hogfish. Our Gulf pink and deepwater royal red shrimp are the envy of the world. And Florida’s spiny lobster, stone crab claws, bay scallops, and Apalachicola oysters are almost sweet enough to qualify as desserts.




  In Seafood Lover’s Florida we will take a journey to seek out and sample the vast variety of choices in Florida’s most iconic category of foods, in some of its most iconic places. It’s a journey that begins at the state’s far-northwest edge and meanders all the way down to its southernmost tip. This book is not just about seafood, it’s also about seafood “places.” For me, the place—the location, ambience, and history—is almost as important as the food. Notice I said “almost” ... because food always trumps atmosphere. If the food’s no good, all the atmosphere in the world won’t save it.
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  I’m no restaurant snob though. I’m actually happiest walking into a joint with a screened porch and fish-cleaning tables out back. I’m particularly keen on hunting down places that are well off the beaten path—local, mom-and-pop dives with “Florida flavor” food. Some of Florida’s best seafood comes from these less-pretentious establishments: raw bars, crab shacks, and fish houses. Places like Snook Haven on the Myakka River near Venice, Goodrich Seafood on Mosquito Lagoon in Oak Hill, and Alabama Jack’s on a barge next to the Card Sound Bridge in that brackish nether land between Miami and the Keys. The emphasis isn’t on haute cuisine here but on simple and fresh. Many have a close relationship with local fishing fleets, and some even have their own boats, so they are often your best bet for dining on something that was swimming around in the ocean that morning. And here’s one of Florida’s best seafood-seekers secret tips: Sometimes there are great chefs in these places too.




  But Seafood Lover’s Florida doesn’t ignore the “wear a tie and make a reservation” restaurants. Florida has plenty that serve spectacularly good seafood. Okay. I don’t really know of any Florida restaurants where you are actually required to wear a tie, but we do have some outstanding upscale joints, and so I’ve included them too. They include places like Norman’s in Orlando, Oystercatchers in Tampa, Bud & Alley’s in Seaside, and Louie’s Backyard in Key West.




  I think most everyone would agree that it’s possible to have a great passion for music and yet not be able to play an instrument or carry a tune. I feel like the same might be true for food. I am ardently passionate about good food and yet admittedly I am a lousy cook. But I love food. I love the science behind preparing food, and I am in awe of the genius that it takes to extract enticing variations in flavor. In my opinion the great chefs deserve a place alongside the great composers, and Florida has attracted some of the greatest. Accordingly, you will find here, interspersed among descriptions of 180 restaurants and markets, a few interviews with some of these geniuses, like Harold Russell from Backfin Blue Cafe in Gulfport and Justin Timineri, Official State of Florida Culinary Ambassador. With its great abundance and variety of food, Florida has attracted the most inventive and talented chefs to prepare it.




  It’s difficult to appreciate how special something is when you’ve had it your whole life. I grew up on Spanish and Cuban food. To me it wasn’t “Latin food.” It was just food. I was in college before I figured out that picadillo wasn’t a Thanksgiving staple everywhere. Florida’s history has always been about the collision of cultures. Long before the term “fusion” became part of the modern food-world lexicon, Floridians were creating dishes that blended cultural styles. As a result, Florida-style seafood reflects many influences: Spanish, Cuban, Bahamian, Greek, Puerto Rican, and Italian, to name only a few. But Florida’s seafood history dates back even further.




  If you go back far enough, you’ll find that most food preparation and cooking styles were born out of necessity, not out of an attempt to make it tasty. Spices, marinades, and smoking were all originally ways to preserve food (in a time when there was no refrigeration), not to flavor it. These techniques predate the arrival of European explorers but were widely practiced by Florida’s original inhabitants. Today some of those same techniques are as popular as ever and are vital components of the art of Florida seafood cooking.




  I am looking at a night photograph of Florida taken from an orbiting satellite, vividly displaying the concentration of light, and therefore the population, along the coastlines. But it was this way long before satellites and long before electricity. Throughout human existence we have chosen to settle along coasts, oddly enough right on the fringe of an environment that is so absolutely hostile to us. Why are we so attached to the sea? Perhaps it is because the sea has always been such a generous, seemingly endless supplier of sustenance. And now that attachment is simply in our DNA. I’ve lived my entire life in coastal Florida. And as much as I love the majesty of mountains and canyons, if I’m away from the coast for too long, I begin to feel claustrophobic.




  Those early Florida inhabitants—Calusas, Timucuans, Tocobagans, and the like—were avid consumers of seafood. They hollowed out logs into long canoes to travel along the coast, up rivers, and across lakes to catch fish and collect shellfish. Our craving for seafood has continued to grow ever since, and today we are more passionate about it than ever. My hope is that Seafood Lover’s Florida will guide you to the freshest, the tastiest, and the best seafood Florida has to offer. So toss it in your glove box and go explore.
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  I spent the better part of the year crisscrossing the state on seafood-research road trips. I ended up with 180 seafood restaurants and markets, but I actually visited over 250. The hard part has been sorting through them and picking out which to include in this guide and which to discard.




  I found amazing Florida seafood all over the state, sometimes in the most off-the-beaten-path places like Oak Hill, Ozello, Card Sound, Perdido Key, St. Marks, Cedar Key, and Cross Creek. I also found some towns with such extraordinary concentrations of sensational seafood restaurants that I consider them worthy of being labeled “Florida Seafood Towns”: like Key West, Marathon, Apalachicola, Fernandina Beach, Anna Maria Island, St. Petersburg, and my hometown of Tampa.




  Over the years I have visited and dined in what I consider many “great food cities,” like Charleston, South Carolina; New Orleans; San Francisco; and the grandest food city of them all, Paris. But Florida is an entire “great food state,” and seafood is at the top of its list of great foods. All the “great” ingredients intersect here: We are surrounded by water and have access to the freshest and best fish. We are a veritable crossroads of cultures: Cuban, Caribbean, Central and South American, Bahamian, Spanish, Italian, and Greek, and all have influenced our food dramatically. And these ingredients have inspired great Florida chefs like Justin Timineri and brought other great chefs to Florida from elsewhere, like Emeril Lagasse and Norman Van Aken.
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  Invariably I am going to be asked what my favorite seafood places were, and I want everyone to understand that I am not being evasive when I say that it is impossible to pick just one, or even a few. Picking “bests” is very subjective. Not only does each individual have varying tastes and therefore opinions, but those opinions can change from day to day depending on what they had for dinner last night. I’m no different. My favorite tends to be the place that served the last good thing I ate, and that opinion can be influenced by the atmosphere, the location, or even whom I dined with. With consideration for those caveats, here are some that are most memorable for me: the Flora-Bama Lounge on Perdido Key, Joe Patti’s Seafood Market in Pensacola, Bud & Alley’s in Seaside, Tamara’s Cafe in Apalachicola, España and Joe’s 2nd Street Bistro both in Fernandina Beach, Peck’s in Ozello, Becky Jack’s in Weeki Wachee, Dockside Dave’s in Madeira Beach, Backfin Blue Cafe in Gulfport, the Rod and Reel Pier in Anna Maria, Tide Tables in Cortez, Owen’s Fish Camp in Sarasota, Goodrich Seafood in Oak Hill, Norman’s in Orlando, Peace River Seafood in Punta Gorda, Doc Ford’s on Sanibel, Avenue 5 in Naples, Joe’s Stone Crab in Miami Beach, Mrs. Mac’s Kitchen in Key Largo, Keys Fisheries in Marathon, and Louie’s Backyard, Seven Fish, and Blue Heaven, all in Key West. That list could change tomorrow.




  During my travels researching this book, I repeatedly observed some things that have led me to a few random, and perhaps trivial, conclusions:




  1) Seafood always tastes better when you’re overlooking the water: an ocean, a lake, or a river.




  2) You can definitely taste the difference between fresh fish and frozen. With all the great fresh seafood restaurants in Florida, why would anyone bother with one that serves frozen?




  3) Some of the best seafood can be found at some of the least-likely places, e.g., rural, off the beaten path, not well advertised, and sometimes downright divey looking. So don’t judge a seafood joint by its uninviting exterior, or by its poorly designed website (or lack of one), or by its parking lot filled mostly with rusty pickup trucks.




  4) There seems to be an overabundance of tropical-island-themed seafood restaurants in Florida. You’ll recognize the look: Gilligan’s Island decor: thatched roof, palm-frond ceiling fans, shark hanging on the wall with some poor guy’s leg sticking out of its mouth, and a sign out front with either a grinning cartoon toucan, sea turtle, pelican, shark, or pirate, and of course a Jimmy Buffet soundtrack in the background. Mind you, this is not a complaint, just an observation.
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  How to Use This Guide




  Not only is Florida culturally diverse, it is also topographically. With both in mind, I have divided Seafood Lover’s Florida into six regions: Northwest (the “Panhandle” and the “Big Bend”), Northeast, Central West, Central East, Southwest, and Southeast (including the “Keys”).




  I’ve compiled a list of 180 restaurants, raw bars, and fish markets. Yes, I visited them all, and I’ll tell you what I discovered at each one. You will also find an assortment of sidebars: some fun Florida seafood facts, how-to information, and interviews. Then there is a list of Florida seafood festivals, from Steinhatchee’s Scallopalooza to Sopchoppy’s Worm Gruntin’ Festival. And lastly, you will find recipes, collected from great chefs and great friends, plus one of my own. For these the theme is simple dishes that are easy to prepare at home.




  Three generations of my family have called Florida home. My grandparents moved here in the 1920s, and I’ve lived here my whole life. Because of that, when I write about Florida, it is from a very personal perspective. So when I voice a strong opinion, or it seems like I’m ordering oysters on the half shell at half the restaurants I visited, please take it with a grain of salt (preferably sea salt). I know that not everybody loves raw oysters, but I do!
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  Northwest




  Florida’s “Panhandle” rests between the northern coast of the Gulf of Mexico and the Alabama and Georgia state lines. It has far more in common with those two states, both geologically and culturally, than it does with the rest of Florida. Locals fondly refer to their coast as the “Redneck Riviera.” To the north, up closer to Alabama and Georgia, rolling hills, river crossings, and pasture land dominate the landscape. Meandering two-lane roads navigate elevation changes and connect the dots between isolated small towns. Along the coast, beach towns sit among windblown sand dunes and overlook pristine glistening white beaches with sand made of quartz washed down from Appalachian mountains over thousands of years.




  Panhandle cuisine is significantly influenced by Alabama and Georgia Southern-comfort-food ingredients and preparation, as well as New Orleans Creole and Cajun styles of cooking. It’s worth noting that Emeril Lagasse, arguably New Orleans’s most famous chef, moved to Destin on the Florida Panhandle coast in 2012. Traveling east, the Redneck Riviera gives way to the “Forgotten Coast” at the elbow in the Panhandle, where one of Florida’s most significant seafood towns, Apalachicola, “the Oyster Capital,” sits at the mouth of the Apalachicola River. Continuing east and bending south along the “Big Bend Coast” are additional seafood-reliant towns: St. Marks, Steinhatchee, and Cedar Key. This entire northwest region wraps around the northern end of the Gulf of Mexico, arguably Florida’s seafood breadbasket.
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  Apalachicola




  




  Apalachicola Seafood Grill, 100 Market Street, Apalachicola 32320; (850) 653-9510. The town’s oldest restaurant, the Apalachicola Seafood Grill opened in 1903. A vintage sign out front advertises the “World’s Largest Fried Fish Sandwich.” That would be their half-pound Alaskan haddock sandwich. A weekly changing menu favors Southern and New Orleans dishes. My Cajun red beans and rice with blackened fish, shrimp, scallops, andouille sausage, and cornbread matched the best I’ve had in the French Quarter. They also have oyster or shrimp po’boys and crab cake or salmon sandwiches. For dinner they have a full assortment of platters: shrimp, grouper, scallops, crab cakes, and of course oysters.




  Boss Oyster, 125 Water Street, Apalachicola 32320; (850) 653-9364; bossoyster.com. New Jersey transplants Larry and Caroline Maddren opened Boss Oyster in 1991 in the riverfront location that it shares with the Apalachicola River Inn. They serve oysters prepared 17 different ways, 18 if you include just plain “chilled on the half shell.” Or you can design your own customized oyster dish via a “Customize an Oyster” submittal page on the website.
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  Owl Cafe, 15 Avenue D, Apalachicola 32320; (850) 653-9888; owlcafeflorida.com. The Owl Cafe sits 1 block from Apalachicola’s waterfront, within sight of the shrimp boats docked along the river. Greek brothers John and Constantine Nichols opened their restaurant and boarding house here in 1908 to serve dockworkers. Back then the specialty of the house was “Whole Loaf,” a hollowed-out loaf of fresh-baked bread filled with oysters.
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  Today the Owl Cafe offers an assortment of entrees like black grouper fillet sautéed with artichoke hearts and roasted garlic, and shrimp, chicken, and sausage jambalaya. My special-of-the-day Thai Whole Snapper was both a spectacle to see and to consume. They prepared it scored and dredged in rice flour, then pan-fried, and doused with a sweet Thai teriyaki sauce. Of course they also serve local Apalachicola Bay oysters on the half shell or fried, and while Whole Loaf hasn’t been on the menu for decades, the Owl Cafe does bake their own marvelous bread and serve it with every meal. They also do brunch on Saturday and Sunday, with some tantalizing specialties like sautéed shrimp-and-grits, sausage-and-shrimp jambalaya, and pork-and-gator sausage Creole with grits.




  Up the Creek Raw Bar, 313 Water Street, Apalachicola 32320; (850) 653-2525; upthecreekrawbar.com. You have to follow the riverfront road upstream a few blocks to get “up the creek,” but you will find some of Apalachicola’s best seafood here. Patrons have a serene view of the Scipio Creek Channel tributary off the Apalachicola River from a second-floor screened porch at this unpretentious cafe that opened in 2008. Some of their most popular items are fresh-out-of-the-Gulf peel-and-eat shrimp and a variety of fresh-out-of-the-bay oysters on the half shell. Try Oysters Moscow with caviar, or Mediterranean with olives, capers, and garlic, or Southern with collard greens and bacon. I sampled their superb cobia sushi, along with a platter of their spicy heads-on peel-and-eat shrimp.




  

    Apalachicola’s Seafood Heritage




    Perhaps no other Florida town has a history so deeply rooted in seafood as Apalachicola. Two of Apalachicola’s seafood restaurants, Apalachicola Seafood Grill and the Owl Cafe, are well over 100 years old.




    The Apalachicola River has always been the town’s lifeblood. In the 1820s this was a big cotton-shipping port. From the 1860s to the 1880s, sponge harvesting was big here, until the industry moved to Tarpon Springs. In the late 1880s cypress, oak, and pine milling and shipping revitalized the town. And then in the 1920s, it became the center of Florida’s booming seafood industry.




    Apalachicola has long been known as Florida’s Oyster Capital. Historically, up to 90 percent of Florida’s oysters have come from the Apalachicola Bay’s fertile waters. The clear, clean freshwater that flows out of the Apalachicola River hits the salty Gulf of Mexico, creating a perfect brackish balance for breeding in the shallow waters of Apalachicola Bay. Apalachicola oysters have a well-deserved reputation for being just a little sweeter, a little tastier.




    But over the last decade, their oyster population has been on the decline. To understand why, you have to start way up in the Appalachian Mountains, where snowmelt and rainwater drains and filters over waterfalls and down mountain brooks. Eventually those brooks converge with major rivers like the Chattahoochee, which feeds Lake Lanier, just north of Atlanta. Lake Lanier is one of Atlanta’s primary sources of water, and Atlanta’s exploding population has been syphoning off more and more of the lake’s water, which, downstream, feeds the Apalachicola River. Now the bay’s perfect brackish balance has been upset and it can’t produce oysters as abundantly as it once did. They still get oysters here, and they’re as tasty as ever, but the yield has dwindled steadily for the last 10 years.




    Proving its perennial heartiness, Apalachicola has always managed to reinvent itself. In 1983 a guy named Michael Koun, who loved old historic buildings, bought a dilapidated downtown 3-story Victorian hotel called the Gibson Inn and spent 2 years restoring it. Koun’s restoration helped kick off a wave of historic renovation that spread throughout the town, turning Apalachicola into a historic-Florida tourism destination.




    Still, Apalachicola has worked hard to maintain its status as a working town whose livelihood has, for centuries, been tied to the sea. Today shrimping surpasses oystering as Apalachicola’s dominant seafood business. And the town continues to embrace and promote its heritage, drawing visitors to its unique shops and galleries, bed-and-breakfasts, inns, and exceptionally good seafood restaurants in downtown Apalachicola.


  




  [image: image]




  Tamara’s Cafe, 71 Market Street, Apalachicola 32320; (850) 653-4111; tamarascafe.com. Tamara Suarez, a former television producer from Caracas, Venezuela, came to Apalachicola in 1998 and opened Tamara’s Cafe Floridita on Avenue E to rave reviews. Ten years later Tamara’s Cafe moved 2 blocks down the road to Market Street, and Tamara turned over the reins to her daughter Marisa Getter and son-in-law Danny Itzkovitz.




  Tamara’s Cafe’s menu mixes native Venezuelan recipes with Caribbean and Florida dishes. Their pecan-crusted grouper with jalapeño sauce and their paella are popular regular items, but on my last visit I tried a special: pan-fried whole lionfish over black beans and rice with fried plantains. Lionfish is a non-native, invasive species to Florida’s reefs that aggressively attacks native fish. The State of Florida has been actively campaigning to encourage catching this colorful but destructive fish. Lionfish is light, flaky, and very flavorful. (For more about the lionfish, see my sidebar: “Alien Invasion in Florida’s Waters: Attack of the Lionfish.”)




  Tamara’s serves a special tapas menu on Wednesday night. Expect sensational small dishes like gambas al ajillo (shrimp sautéed in garlic), calamares rebosados (calamari with tomato sauce), and shrimp and scallop ceviche Ecuatoriano (Ecuadorian).




  Cedar Key
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  Big Deck Raw Bar, 331 Dock Street, Cedar Key 32625; (352) 543-9992; facebook.com/Big-Deck-Raw-Bar-Cedar-Key-FL-106158406072753. The Big Deck is actually a not-so-big, open-air, walk-up joint that hangs precariously over the edge of the backwater on Dock Street in Cedar Key. Don’t be fooled, however, by the unpretentious decor. Big Deck has (in my opinion) the best grouper sandwich on the island. I get mine grilled, and it comes seasoned with a lemon-pepper topping. Their grouper fillet is always fresh out of the water and hefty enough to completely hide the soft egg-bread bun. They also do shrimp and oyster po’boys, a crab cake sandwich, peel-and-eat shrimp, and naturally steamed Cedar Key clams. Locals Bryan and Darlene Skarupski, who also own the Market at Cedar Key, opened Big Deck in 2011.




  Island Hotel, 373 2nd Street, Cedar Key 32625; (352) 543-5111; islandhotel-cedarkey.com. Cedar Key’s oldest structure and most famous landmark, the Island Hotel sits at the east end of 2nd Street, in defiance of fires, floods, hurricanes, and even the Civil War. It was constructed (originally as Parsons and Hale’s General Store) in 1859 with oak beam frames and 12-inch-thick, oyster-shell-reinforced tabby walls. When Union troops invaded the town during the Civil War, they burned most of the buildings but left the store standing because they needed it to warehouse supplies and house their troops. Three decades later the infamous 1896 hurricane would flatten most of Cedar Key but leave the store intact.




  Developer Simon Feinberg bought the building in 1915 and remodeled it into the Bay Hotel. The second-floor veranda that wraps around two sides of the hotel was added during his tenure. In the years that followed, the hotel changed names and owners frequently. During the Depression one owner tried to burn it down three times for the insurance, but the fire department at that time was just across the street, and they always managed to save it.




  When Bessie and Loyal Gibbs bought it in 1946, it had been a rundown brothel for a number of years. They patched it up and renamed it the Island Hotel. Gibby ran the hotel’s Neptune Lounge bar and Bessie ran the restaurant. Her culinary skills soon won them popularity and customers.




  Today the Island Hotel’s dining room is still known for its native Florida seafood dishes, like their baked crab Imperial and their garlic-and-butter Clams Island Hotel over pasta, but it is most famous for its Hearts of Palm Salad, one of Bessie’s culinary inventions. Not as famous but just as tasty are their Low Country Shrimp and Grits appetizer and their crab bisque, and they also do a fine fresh-catch piccata.




  In 2004 husband and wife Andy and Stanley Bair purchased the hotel and spruced the place up nicely, while still maintaining its rustic old-Florida charm. It’s worth mentioning that the Island Hotel is famously haunted (although I’ve stayed several times and have yet to encounter any ghosts). Be sure to look in to see the tiny Neptune Lounge, one Florida’s most quaint and classic bars. The painting of King Neptune hanging behind the bar was painted by Helen Tooker in 1948. That painting, like the hotel, seems to be blessed with multiple lives. It has survived gunshots and hurricanes, even flooding when a 1950 hurricane tore part of the Island Hotel’s roof off.
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  Steamers Clam Bar & Grill, 420 Dock Street, Cedar Key 32625; (352) 543-5142; steamerscedarkey.com. With a spectacular upstairs view out over the Gulf of Mexico, Steamers is a great place to sample local seafood. Their Low Country Boil, with shrimp, crabs, mussels, corn, potatoes, and of course clams, is their signature menu item, and they also do fried oysters, soft-shell crab, fish-and-chips (with haddock), and a grilled portobello mushroom with blue crab all wrapped in a pastry.




  

    Driving Back in Time to Cedar Key




    Highway 24, off Highway 19, from Otter Creek to Cedar Key, seems like a road that carries you back in time. At its end you will reach the Gulf of Mexico and see what almost all of coastal Florida looked like a hundred years ago. Cedar Key is the town’s name, but it’s actually on the island of Way Key, once a way station for sailing vessels to resupply and drop ballast. This was a bustling little port town in the mid- to late 1800s. Florida’s first cross-state railroad, the Atlantic to Gulf/Florida Railroad Company Line, completed in 1861, ran from Fernandina to Cedar Key. Cedar milling was the dominant industry here up until the 1890s. The Faber pencil company had a mill on nearby Atsena Otie Key. But then, in 1896, a hurricane decimated the region. The pencil industry left, and Cedar Key regressed to a sleepy fishing village. Eighty years later it began to reinvent itself as an artist enclave, and today it is still a sleepy but scenic place.


  




  Tony’s Seafood Restaurant, 597 2nd Street, Cedar Key 32625; (352) 543-9143; tonyschowder.com. Eric Jungklaus opened Tony’s Seafood (named for his brother, who helped him build the restaurant) in 2005. It occupies the lower floor of the historic circa-1880s Hale Building at the west end of Cedar Key’s main street, 2nd Street. Eric’s claim to fame is his award-winning clam chowder. It won the prestigious Newport, Rhode Island, Annual Great Chowder Cook-Off 3 years in a row. They finally asked him to retire from entry in the contest so others would have a chance. With an emphasis on fresh and local, Tony’s serves some scrumptious dishes like grilled teriyaki shrimp, Tuscan Shrimp Italiano, the local requisite steamed clams, and of course award-winning clam chowder. With room for just 54 customers, you may have to wait a bit to get a seat, but it will be worth it. By the way, Tony’s now sells their award-wining clam chowder in cans. You can get it directly from them or find it at most Florida grocery stores. I buy it at my local Publix.
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    Southern Cross Sea Farms




    12170 State Road 24, Cedar Key 32625; (352) 543-5980; clambiz.com




    In 1994 Florida voters passed a constitutional amendment that limited the size of fishing nets to 500 square feet, effectively instituting a commercial net-fishing ban as of 1995. Multi-generation fishing families, put out of business by the new law, began to look for alternative ways to make their living in the industry they knew best: seafood.




    One result was the rise of aquaculture, or seafood farming. The fertile shellfish grounds in the mud-bottom bay waters around Cedar Key made this an ideal location to begin clam farming. Today 90 percent of Florida’s clams come from these waters.




    One of Cedar Key’s largest farmers is Southern Cross Sea Farms. On Friday afternoons they allow visitors to tour their facility. Co-owner Jon Gill was our guide on my visit. Jon walked us through the operation’s entire process, from beginning to end. Southern Cross Sea Farms is vertically integrated. They spawn, hatch, raise, and grow their clams, then sell them fully grown to wholesalers, markets, and some directly to retail restaurants. They also sell hatchlings, ready to be “planted,” to other clam farmers. The process begins in their spawning tanks, where they circulate estuary water with phytoplankton “food.” One clam can produce as many as 2,000 eggs. The young seedling clams that result are then moved to the “nursery” outdoor tanks where they can grow. The spawning and nursery phase takes about 6 months, after which the young clams are placed in large mesh bags and planted in the bay mudflats, in 2-acre plots leased from the state. They spend approximately a year and a half maturing in the bay (with one interim transition to larger-hole mesh bags) and then are packaged and sold. Southern Cross overnight air-ships their clams all around the country. Most of those that they ship are medium-size, the most popular size, according to Jon.
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    Clam aquaculture is a very ecologically sound and environmentally clean business. Since farmed clams grow in their natural habitat and are fed and raised only with natural processes and water from the bay, there is essentially no impact on the environment. In fact, clams are natural filterers and actually clean the water they live in. Now Southern Cross is testing the waters with oyster farming.


  




  Destin




  




  Dewey Destin’s Seafood Restaurant, 9 Calhoun Avenue, Destin 32541; (850) 837-7575. Dewey Destin’s Seafood Restaurant, 202 Harbor Boulevard, Destin 32541; (850) 837-7525; destinseafood.com.




  Dewey Destin’s Seafood Restaurant didn’t take their name from the town. It was the other way around. The town is named for Dewey’s great-great-grandfather, Leonard Destin, who settled here in 1835 and built his family’s commercial seafood business here. They called it East Pass then, but in 1904 the local postmaster submitted the name change “Destin” to the United States Postal Service. Four generations later Dewey Destin opened Dewey Destin’s Seafood Restaurant at the original family dock/seafood market location on the Choctawhatchee Bay side of Destin. Not long after, he opened their second location on the Destin Harbor Inlet. Steamed local-caught peel-and-eat, by-the-pound shrimp is their specialty, but they also have a variety of platters—fried, steamed, and grilled. In fried platters you can get soft-shell crab, shrimp, scallops, oysters, or crab cakes. Steamed platters include shrimp, scallops, snow crab, and grouper Parmesan. And they will grill their fresh catch of the day, shrimp, or yellowfin tuna. You can also order anything they offer in a platter as a sandwich.
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  Sexton’s Seafood Market, 601 Harbor Boulevard, Destin 32541; (850) 837-3040; sextonsseafoodmarket.com. Sexton’s Seafood Market has been providing fresh seafood to Destin since the early 1980s. The giant shrimp on their sign out front hints that this is a specialty. And there’s a wide variety of shrimp: Royal reds, pinks, whites, and rock shrimp dominated the counter when I visited. They also had an impressive selection of snapper—red, mangrove, and white—plus cobia, triggerfish, and pompano. Sexton’s also makes its own tuna spreads, bisques, and gumbos.




  

    Take the (Walton County) Road Less Traveled




    Highway 98 is the Panhandle’s main coastal east–west throughway. However, there is a worthwhile detour just east of Destin. Walton County Road 30A dips down and winds along an idyllic coastline for 20 miles, where it follows a stretch of beach consistently rated among the most beautiful in the United States. Road 30A passes through the beachfront communities of Blue Mountain, Grayton, WaterColor, Seaside, Seagrove, and Rosemary. Grayton Beach is the oldest, first homesteaded by Army Major Charles Gray in 1885 and then officially founded as Grayton Beach 5 years later. The small Florida Cracker stick cottages that residents built here back then are now the inspiration for the coastal architecture that has become so popular in the nearby resort villages of Seaside and WaterColor.
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