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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. Please send your comments and suggestions to:


editorial@GlobePequot.com


Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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Jim Haag is a Midwest-born bacon lover who had the good sense to relocate to the pork country of Virginia. He’s at home picking blue crabs with his fingers, delicately devouring the finest Southern fare and experimenting in the kitchen. He’s an adventurous cook who had never tasted lemon chess pie until he vowed to win a ribbon with one at the State Fair of Virginia. With his eighth attempt, he brought home the blue. By day, he’s the features editor at The Virginian-Pilot, where he finds himself fortunate to be Lorraine Eaton’s editor. Together, they enjoy the culinary playground of the commonwealth, and he edited Eaton’s Tidewater Table cookbook.
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“The Virginia Gluttony Tour.” That’s what we jokingly—or maybe not—began to call the foraging that led to this book, months of sampling just about every cupcake, burger, cheese shop, barbecue stand, restaurant, and bar in our path. And it wouldn’t have been possible without the skills and dedication of the chefs, watermen, farmers, pitmasters, producers, and others responsible for all the goodness we consumed. And it wouldn’t have been as enjoyable without the sharp palates and patience of our partners—Lorraine’s guy, Joe Trofe, who made many a reconnaissance mission to the central part of the state, and Jim’s wife, Carol Lichti, who was always eager for another trip, another stop, another bite. Thanks, too, to our epicurean friends who steered us to the best eats across this vast state we call home. While canvassing the commonwealth, we know you’ll find as much fun and flavor as we did!
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Introduction: Virginia—Pork, Peanuts, Presidents & A Gracious Plenty More


It happened twice.


The first time: at a gas station outside the state capital of Richmond. The roadster’s fuel tank registered empty. Us, not so much. And with an ambitious itinerary of eating ahead, we had no intention of a pre-breakfast nibble. Yet, parked pump-side with the windows rolled up, we could smell goodness wafting from inside the station. Every exiting customer cradled a small box in both hands. An investigation was plainly in order.


Turns out, Wise Choice at the Citgo in rural Rockville serves up the state’s finest fried pork chop sandwich and some of the finest fried chicken, too. So good, in fact, that we sucked the last bit of tender meat and crispy skin from a thigh before leaving the lot.


The second time, we had secured a slice of coconut cake to go from Cul’s Courthouse Grille, a circa 1872 country store turned restaurant in Tidewater. While there, we witnessed banter between the owner and a couple from the West Coast, who begged (without success) for the restaurant’s recipe. While driving away, we peeked into the box at the fluffy, white confection. At a stoplight, we ravaged the glove box for the emergency cutlery we keep on hand. One bite of the cake, and we collapsed into complete surrender.


Forgive our lapse in manners, but you’ll have that in Virginia, home to America’s first foodways and so many presidents (eight—Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Harrison, Tyler, Taylor, and Wilson) that people say the soil and sea yield not only serious eats but also serious smarts.


It’s a state that tempts epicures with five-star dining, roadside lean-on-the-side-of-the-trailer barbecue sandwiches, and everything in between.


When the first English settlers arrived here more than 400 years ago, they witnessed Native Americans slurping roasted oysters, a time-honored tradition in the Tidewater low country. Later, in the Colonial capital of Williamsburg, skilled slave cooks prepared elaborate suppers for the gentry, meals of ham and biscuits and seafood that historians replicate today in the restored historic district. Farther west, flatlands yield to the rolling hills of Central Virginia, a chessboard of peanut, corn, and winter wheat fields. Still farther west, toward the soaring Blue Ridge and Allegheny Mountains, beef and dairy cattle and even bison graze on rolling pastures, and cherry, apple, and peach orchards thrive. Honestly, it’s a wonder we’re not all as fat as ticks.


We do, however, recommend a measure of restraint while traveling through the commonwealth. Here are our rules for the road:
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	Resist taking a meal at a chain restaurant. We’ve been diligent in our search and have made sure that not more than a few miles pass between bites of inspired fare.


	Travel Virginia’s official scenic byways whenever possible—they’re stunning, calming stretches and home to many fine eating establishments. For a free map, contact the state Office of Public Affairs at (804) 786-2801 or VAmaps@VirginiaDOT.org.


	Eat your ‘cue. You can’t swing a stick in Virginia without hitting a barbecue joint, and the flavors change from east to west, just like residents’ accents. We recommend several pork barbecues, but a trustworthy rule of thumb is that if you spot a smoker in the parking lot—either a cinderblock house with screened walls or a sort of smoking fuel tank with legs—that’s the sign of a serious pitmaster.




	Do drink the sweet tea, calories be damned. We make it perfect.


	Set aside some space in your luggage or car. It would be a shame to return home without a country ham, award-winning Virginia wine (choose from more than 250 wineries), some cheeses and hard ciders, a sack of peanuts, some heirloom apples, artisan chocolates—well, you get the idea.


	Finally, come hungry. We have a gracious plenty ways to please. And stuff some cutlery into the glove box. Just in case.
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How to Use This Book


With apologies to our state tourism department, we’ve can’t resist saying this: Virginia Is for Food Lovers. In the east, the beaches offer surf and seafood. The Appalachians lure lovers of mountains and orchards to the west. In between are metro areas that teem with traffic tie-ups and tantalizing tastes, and quaint towns with old-time ways and mom-and-pop goodness. We’ve divided the state into nine regions to help you make your way through our geographic—and gastronomic—playground.


We begin on the commonwealth’s ocean coast. The chapter on the Eastern Shore takes you to an isolated strip of land that is the southern tip of a peninsula that includes parts of Delaware and Maryland. Tidewater describes the portions of the mainland where the low country drains into the Chesapeake Bay and Atlantic Ocean. There, you’ll find the commonwealth’s three largest cities—Virginia Beach, Norfolk, and Chesapeake.


The Colonial capital of Williamsburg and the modern-day capital of Richmond each gets its own chapter, as does Charlottesville, the home of the University of Virginia. The Upper Piedmont covers an area bounded roughly by the mountains on the west, Maryland to the north, and Interstate 64, which runs through Richmond and Charlottesville to the south.


Central Virginia is that southern expanse between Tidewater and the mountains. The chapter covering the Mountains and Shenandoah Valley highlights the Appalachians and Alleghenies and the area in between. The final chapter visits the state’s westernmost tip, the Southwest Blue Ridge Highlands.


The densely populated suburbs around the nation’s capital, which those in the state refer to as “Northern Virginia,” are covered in this series’ Food Lovers’ Guide to® Washington, D.C.


In this book, we’ve tried to strike a balance between well-known, must-visit places and off-the-beaten-path gems. The chapters divide our finds into these categories:
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Foodie Faves
 These eateries range from hole-in-the-wall joints to the state’s best restaurants, places where the food is good and the backstory is often better. Welcome to the South, y’all.
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Landmarks
These places have been around a while, and with good reason. For years, they’ve been putting out food we can’t get enough of. Along the way, they’ve become part of our culinary culture.
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Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers
Here you’ll find our favorite indie food boutiques, seafood markets, and coffeehouses, as well as bakeries, ice cream shops, and kitchen stores.
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Wineries, Breweries & Distilleries
A listing of the some of the best places to quench a thirst with wines and brews that have been created in our own backyard.
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Farmers’ Markets
A listing of our favorite places to buy locally grown fruits and veggies, as well as homemade jams, pies, and other goodies. These places are dependent on the season and the weather, so check before a visit to make sure they’ll be open.






Pricing Code


Our favorite Virginia eateries range from fried chicken-liver dinners at a gas station to upscale restaurants with a sommelier on staff, so prices vary widely. We used the following system based on the average price of a single entree, but keep in mind that’s it’s only an estimate. Beverages, appetizers, and desserts are not included.










	$

	Less than $10






	$$

	$10 to $20






	$$$

	$20 to $25






	$$$$

	$25 and up







Culinary Connections in the Commonwealth


C-ville Weekly, c-ville.com. This alternative publication keeps readers abreast of the foodie world in the college town of Charlottesville.


Distinction, distinction.com. This upscale quarterly magazine in the Tidewater area covers all things gracious and good, including restaurant hot spots and buzzed-about chefs.


Eating Richmond, eatingrichmond.com. This website aggregates the best food blogs from the Richmond area, offering restaurant reviews, recipes, and more.


From Ballparks to BBQ, fromballparkstobbq.com. This blog, by David Aldridge, details his favorite things about the food world in his hometown of Roanoke—and beyond.
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Mas to Millers, mastomillers.com. A married couple in Charlottesville, known only as Erin and Jed, started this blog to expound on culinary offerings in their hometown and have expanded to include views from other food lovers.


Richmond Magazine, richmondmagazine.com. This periodical follows food in the state capital and hands out annual culinary awards.


Richmond Times Dispatch, timesdispatch.com. Food news and restaurant reviews are found in the pages and website of this daily newspaper.


Style Weekly, styleweekly.com. This alternative weekly in Richmond watches the pulse and palate of the culinary scene in the state capital and surrounding suburbs. Its annual State of the Plate awards honor the best places to get a bite.


The Virginian-Pilot, pilotonline.com, hamptonroads.com. The weekly Flavor and Gracious Living sections of the state’s largest newspaper cover the food and drink scene—from restaurant reviews to the local farmers’ markets—in Chesapeake, Norfolk, Portsmouth, Suffolk, Virginia Beach, and the surrounding area. (Full disclosure: The coauthors of this book work there—Lorraine is the staff epicure and Jim is her editor.)


Virginia Living, virginialiving.com. This monthly magazine keeps readers informed on state food trends and hot spots they shouldn’t miss.


Virginia Wine Lover, virginiawinelovermag.com. This semiannual lifestyle magazine features information about Virginia wines, wineries, and travel.


Washington Post, washingtonpost.com. This daily newspaper in the nation’s capital offers reviews restaurants of Northern Virginia hangouts and details food goings-on in parts of the commonwealth.


Food & Drink Events


February


Taste of Hampton Roads, on Facebook. Fifty bucks might seem like a steep admission for a food fest, but most every Hampton Roads restaurant of note brings its A-game to compete—and offer up generous samples—for this annual Foodbank fundraiser.


Virginia Wine Expo, virginiawineexpo.com. Virginia is studded with wineries and more than 70 participate in this Richmond event, paired with fine food purveyors.


March


Chocolate Lovers Festival, chocolatefestival.net. Two days of chocolate bliss set in charming Old Town Fairfax, adjacent to the nation’s capital. Cakes, candies, brownies, fudge, ice cream, and more!


Highland Maple Festival, highlandcounty.org/maplefestival.html. Come to Virginia’s “Little Switzerland” high in the Allegheny Mountains for the “opening of the trees” and see how real maple syrup is made. Arts and crafts, tours, and entertainment, too.
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April


Gnarly Hops & Barley Fest, gnarlyhops.com. Set in Culpeper, a central Virginia town that’s a food lover’s find, this newbie festival attracts craft beer and microbrewers from across the state, and a few from beyond.


Rockin Brews & BBQs, on Facebook. Smith Mountain Lake is a southwest Virginia playground, and this festival kicks off the spring season with brews and ‘cues from near and far, paired with some mighty fine tunes.


Ruritan Club Shad Planking, shadplanking.com. Even if you don’t care a whit about Virginia politics, don’t miss this tradition that began in 1929 and continues to take place the third Wednesday in April, when the shad are running in the James River, the politicians come to stump, and the Ruritans cook whole shad on cedar planks, a dying culinary art if there ever was one.


She-Crab Soup Classic, beachstreetusa.com/festivals/east-oast-she-crab-soup-classic. Coastal restaurants are fiercely proud of their recipes, and the competition at this soup-only festival on the Virginia Beach oceanfront is palpable. Sample soups from scores of restaurants and vote for your favorite.


Shenandoah Apple Blossom Festival & Wine Fest, the bloom.com. A family-friendly smorgasbord of events—from parades to band competitions to dinners—celebrating the flowering of the orchards in Winchester, the heart of Virginia’s apple-growing country.


May


White Top Mountain Ramp Festival, graysoncountyva.com/festivals. Travel up winding mountain roads to the highest peak in Virginia to celebrate the spring harvest of ramps, those coveted garlicky-oniony plants. A family-friendly, volunteer fire department fund-raiser complete with bluegrass music, barbecue chicken dinner, and ramp eating contest.
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Gordonsville Famous Fried Chicken Festival, townofgordonsville.org/index.aspx?NID=309. Years ago, when trains blew through this central Virginia town, African-Americans met them carrying platters of fried chicken on their heads and served it through the windows, earning Gordonsville the title of “chicken leg center of the universe.” That makes it the perfect spot for a fried chicken competition. Pies, too.


Shenandoah Valley Beer & Wine Festival, valleyfestbeerandwine.com. Massanutten, a ski resort in the winter months, kicks off the summer with this festival featuring regional wines, craft beers and micro-brews, music, and more.


Wine Festival at Monticello, monticello.org/site/visit/events/wine-festival-monticello. Thomas Jefferson was passionate about wine and his restored Charlottesville home and vineyard are the site of this Virginia wine festival, complete with tours of the house, vineyard, and cellar. This event sells out, so plan early.


June


Virginia Pork Festival, vaporkfestival.com. Pork burgers? Check. Barbecued loin chops? Check. Chitterlings? Check. BBQ? Duh. Everything pork comes hot off the grills at this enormous barbecue and party in Emporia in the heart of Virginia pork country.


July


Hanover Tomato Festival, co.hanover.va.us/parksrec/tomatofest. Hanover tomatoes are famous in these parts and this Mechanicsville festival honors the fruit with a day filled with tomato sandwiches, tomato pie, fried green tomatoes, tomato salsa and contests for the prettiest and ugliest ‘mater. Plenty for sale, too.
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Virginia State Peach Festival, patrickchamber.com/peachfestival.cfm. Here in Patrick County, the “peach tree bottom” of Virginia at the foot of the Blue Ridge Mountains, peach season is celebrated with all manner of peach-centric foods—think butters, pies, shaved ice—plus music and swimming in the county’s public pool.


September


Apple Gala & Cider Festival, greatcountryfarms.com. The fall apple harvest is celebrated on this farm in Loudon County with a weekend of apple picking, cider pressing, hard ciders, regular ciders, cider-making demos on the family’s antique press, wagon rides, a corn maze and more.


October


Suffolk Peanut Fest, suffolkfest.org. Local businesses in this town, home of Mr. Peanut, shut down each fall so that everyone can flock to the peanut fest, where the humble legume is feted with tractor pulls, amusement park rides, fireworks, the famous Peanut Butter Sculpture Contest, and where the peanut queen once wore a gown of goobers. Yes, really.


Taste of Brunswick Festival, tasteofbrunswickfestival.com. Stewmasters. Brunswick County has ‘em by the dozen, proud, pedigreed people who have honed their top-secret Brunswick stew recipes for decades and sometimes generations. Taste the best of the best at this Alberta gala.


Urbanna Oyster Festival, urbannaoysterfestival.com. Travel to Virginia’s Northern Neck to eat plump oysters cooked every which way—or just slurp ‘em raw—while watching the main attraction: the state oyster shucking championship, a contest that has yielded many a national champ.
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Eastern Shore
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Whether coming to Virginia’s Eastern Shore by land or by sea, it’s best you come hungry. An empty cooler wouldn’t be a bad idea either. US Route 13, the four-lane byway that forms the spine of the 70-mile-long peninsula, is dotted with markets offering native oysters, country-cured hams, fried chicken, and fresh produce—think tomatoes, collard greens, and legendary Hayman white sweet potatoes. Back when sweet spuds were king of the shore’s crops, baseball great Joe DiMaggio crowned the sweet potato queen. The vibe here is relaxed; the region has remained largely rural since first being explored by English settlers in 1607. Hundreds of miles of Chesapeake Bay and Atlantic Ocean shoreline remain undeveloped, and most of the barrier islands are under the protection of the Nature Conservancy. Watermen harvest an astonishing variety of seafood from these waters—clams, conch, blue crabs, black drum, red drum, flounder, oysters, spot, ray, and more. Some restaurants along the way cook it up old-school style—such as the meaty fried drum ribs served at the Exmore Diner each spring. Others, such as Mallard’s on the Wharf in Onancock, fry fat local oysters and serve them with a side of wasabi aioli. As we said, it’s best you come hungry.
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Big’s Place, 35044 Lankford Hwy., Painter, VA 23420; (757) 442-5535; on Facebook; Seafood/Traditional Southern; $$. About halfway up the shore on the west side of the highway, Big’s Place definitely does not beckon. It’s a pale yellow building with peeling paint, a peaked roof and a low-slung front porch. But like cherry cordials and kin, it’s what’s on the inside that matters. Big’s—a restaurant run by Eastern Shore natives—is cozy like grandma’s house, with lots of round tables, comfortable captain’s chairs, and authentic nautical decor. If there’s a line, take a seat on the church pew just inside the front door and contemplate offerings on the specials board. Much of the ever-changing menu is Eastern Shore authentic, and many dishes are made using Grandma Gaskill’s recipes. In the winter, savor Fisherman’s Stew, made with local clams, fish, oysters, scallops, and shrimp in a tomato broth. Spring brings swelling toads, considered a delicacy in these parts. Here, the firm, mild-flavored fish—not actual toads—are served fried, stuffed with crab, or sometimes in toad scampi. This Southern-friendly spot even offers up homemade pecan pie.


Cape Charles Coffee House, 241 Mason Ave., Cape Charles, VA 23310; (757) 331-1880; capecharlescoffeehouse.com; Coffee-house/Salads/Sandwiches; $. Cape Charles, a tidy little town near the southern tip of the shore, dates back to 1884. The waterfront “downtown” still has a quintessential small-town feel with wide sidewalks fronting the brick storefronts of the business district. Cape Charles Coffee House, circa 1910, was originally a bank. The tin ceilings, gleaming wood floor and Tiffany chandeliers contrast with a thoroughly modern menu of lattes and mochas, bagels, lox and cream cheese sandwiches, and a house favorite, chicken salad studded with walnuts and cranberries. There also are wines from nearby Chatham Vineyards. On a sunny day, request that the staff pack a picnic lunch—a service gladly provided. The town’s charming, hardly-ever-crowded Chesapeake Bay beach is a short stroll away. Sunsets there are stunning.


Chesapeake Grill, One Island on the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel, Virginia Beach, VA 23451; (757) 318-4818; virginia-originals.com; Sandwiches/Steaks; $–$$. This classy-but-casual restaurant has the most unusual location of any restaurant in Virginia—the southernmost, manmade island along the 17.6-mile Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel. The view is spectacular, especially since new owners opened up the interior with more windows in 2010. Diners can watch cargo ships, Navy vessels, and sailboats maneuver the waters where the Atlantic Ocean meets the Chesapeake Bay or spy on local anglers who camp out on the busy fishing pier to make their own fresh catches of the day. Inside, you can have breakfast, lunch, or dinner. The menu is split between grab-and-go fare such as burgers and sandwiches and sit-down dishes such as jumbo lump crab cakes. Before you go, check out the Virginia Originals gift shop, which features artwork and wine.
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The Great Machipongo Clam Shack, 6468 Lankford Hwy., Nassawadox, VA 23413; (757) 442-3800; thegreatmachipongoclamshack.com; Seafood; $$. Hope you followed that advice about bringing a cooler and an appetite. Here, you’ll want both. In the brightly colored dining room with fish on the walls, the friendly waitstaff can hook you up with classic fried and broiled seafood platters named for local sea captains. The dishes are served, if you please, with sweet potato fries sprinkled with cinnamon sugar, an Eastern Shore favorite. The restaurant’s Bayside Seafood Cake—a riff on a traditional crab cake that adds fish, shrimp, and scallops to the mix, is a best bet on a bun. Then walk over to the retail section, where big boat coolers are stocked with fresh, local seafood, such as backfin crab, glass pints of oysters, and such. Local wines, too.




HOW TO APPRECIATE AN OYSTER


The latest phase in the oyster craze is the “merroir-terroir tasting,” events where wines are expertly paired with oysters and discussions run deep about terroir, the characteristics of the place where the grapes were grown, and “merroir,” the same for the sea. Surprisingly, the tasting methods are similar. To savor an oyster on the half shell, start by deeply taking in the aroma. Then tip the shell to sample the “liquor” surrounding the meat; the salinity of the juice is the most apparent flavor. Oysters harvested from the Atlantic side of the Eastern Shore are much saltier than oysters grown on the Chesapeake Bay side. The farther up north on the bay you go, the “sweeter”—or less briny—the sea. Next, take the oyster into your mouth and work it around a bit. Go ahead, chew with your mouth open, breathing in fully to experience the complex flavors. Slurping is fine. Pay attention to the adductor, the dime-sized shaft of muscle that attaches the oyster’s top shell to the bottom. It has a somewhat stringy texture and a hint of sweet. Finally, turn the shell upside down and inhale. If there’s some mud on the shell, chill out. It’s part of the experience—the merroir, if you will. Those who savor oysters, ostreaphiles, are like oenophiles, or wine aficionados. They use words like woody, forest floor, geranium, copper, bronze, and grass to describe the flavor. Sink into a dozen raw ones, and you will, too.
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Island House Restaurant, 17 Atlantic Ave., Wachapreague, VA 23480; (757) 787-4242; theislandhouserestaurant.com; Seafood; $$. There’s something magical about dining seaside—sunlight sparkling off the water, gulls arcing across the sky, the tinkle of waves on the shore. Life slows down; perspectives change. The Island House Restaurant is a couple of miles east of the main road, but it’s a delicious detour to a special spot. It’s modeled after the long-gone Parramore Island Life Saving Station and perched at the edge of Wachapreague Harbor. Try the Oysters Parramore, freshly shucked in a salty brine and topped with crab. Then, tweak your perspective even more by climbing the spiral staircase that leads to the lookout tower and a panoramic view of one of the country’s last, vast undeveloped coastlines.


Little Italy Ristorante, 10227 Rogers Dr., Nassawadox, VA 23413; (757) 442-7831; francolittleitaly.com; Southern Italian; $$. Fed up with finfish and bivalves? Pull up to the white brick building at the Nassawaddox stoplight for an Italian-style antidote—a plate of veal-stuffed cannelloni or garlicky broccoli rabe with sausage, perhaps? Proprietors Franco and Cathy Nocera recently celebrated their restaurant’s 20th anniversary. Portions here are huge, and this is the place on the Eastern Shore for pizza. There’s plenty of pasta and pizza to please the gluten-free crowd, too.
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Machipongo Trading Company, 13037 Lankford Hwy., Machipongo, VA 23405; (757) 678-0005; esvamtc.com; Casual American/Coffeehouse/Sandwiches; $. Talk about repurposing. This micro breakfast and lunch spot was once a Texaco gas station. Now, it’s the place to feed your conscience as well as your appetite. A simple menu of sandwiches and burritos at breakfast or wraps and paninis at lunch is rounded out by freshly made smoothies and locally roasted coffees and lattes. Most ingredients, as well as ready-made provisions, are from local sources. Grab a sack of Pungo Creek Mills Heirloom Cornmeal, grown and ground right up the road. Or some locally made treats for your canine sidekick. Or a piece of artwork or jewelry for your crib. The pace is unrushed, and free Wi-Fi makes the little dining area a great spot to fire up the laptop and post your latest Eastern Shore adventure to Facebook.


Saigon Village Restaurant, 4069 Main St., Chincoteague Island, VA 23336; (757) 336-7299; on Facebook; Vietnamese; $. There’s a happy aromatic marriage of mild curry and tart lemongrass that greets you in this tiny eatery. The menu is traditional Vietnamese, with stir-fried, noodle, and soup dishes, though pho is surprisingly absent. But the soups are worth a visit and offer a nice departure from the standard seafood fare found elsewhere on the island. Two stand out: The cellophane noodles come with chicken and shrimp and a gingery wallop offset nicely by fresh cilantro, and the white asparagus and crabmeat is an egg-drop variety that offers a twist on the crab flavors you get used to around the bay. The shrimp rolls, wrapped in fresh rice paper, are a refreshingly light way to start a meal. Though much of the restaurant’s business is takeout, the dining room offers nine tables. If the weather’s fair, take your food outside to the nearby seaside picnic tables and enjoy local life on the water.
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Sea Star Cafe, 6429 Maddox Blvd., Chincoteague Island, VA 23336; (757) 336-5442; on Facebook; Sandwiches; $. This bright turquoise take-out sandwich shop is a great place to grab a bite before heading to nearby Assateague Island, where the wild ponies made famous in the books of Marguerite Henry roam. The shop shares its name with one of Henry’s books—Sea Star was a pony known as the “Orphan of Chincoteague.” Sandwiches come on fresh bread and croissants or in pitas and wraps, and the menu offers seven vegetarian and vegan options. The Key West, where avocado and Muenster cheese mingle on wheat bread, is a veggie favorite, and meat lovers flock to The Virginian, with beef, turkey, and ham sharing space on sourdough. You also can create your own combination. Customers order from a window on the side of the shop, and no indoor seating is available. Don’t come when you’re in a rush; the food is made to order and can take some time, though a few outdoor picnic tables and benches give you a place to linger.


Sunset Grille, 32246 Lankford Hwy., Kiptopeke, VA 23310; (757) 331-4229; on Facebook; Casual American; $$. No need to ask, “Where’s the party?” On spring and summer weekends, the best party in these parts is right on the beach at Kiptopeke, just behind the sombrero-shaped Sunset Beach Resort Hotel. Locals float in by boat, drop anchor, and wade ashore for burgers, oyster po’ boys, and wings. It’s the best way to arrive, but strolling in from the hotel works just as well. The natives are friendly and talkative. The music is often live, and the beer always ice cold. Dine in the sand, under a market umbrella at a picnic table on one of the decks or inside the restaurant. And don’t hurry off. They don’t call this place the Sunset Grille for nothing. Be sure to stay for the show.


Tammy & Johnny’s, 27352 Lankford Hwy., Melfa, VA 23410; (757) 787-1122; Casual American; $. You could go for the sweet potato sticks, a cup of clams, batter-dipped and fried string beans, barbecue, or a burger. But what you really should get at Tammy & Johnny’s is fried chicken. It’s lightly seasoned, with a craggy, crunchy, crispy crust, served hot as the dickens. Bite in, and it fairly falls off the bone. Get a snack and a biscuit, light with buttery tops. The flavor will make it easy to ignore the bare-bones dining room with its fast food–like palette of orange and brown and oldies rock music. And do take note that the bird is just as good cold the next day, so you might want to tuck some into that cooler of yours.
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AJ’s on the Creek, 6585 Maddox Blvd., Chincoteague Island, VA 23336; (757) 336-5888; ajsonthecreek.com; Seafood/Steaks; $$–$$$. A staple on Chincoteague Island since 1985, AJ’s offers seafood, charbroiled steaks, and pasta dishes for dinner and seafood and sandwiches for lunch. In the evening, the setting on Eel Creek is romantic, with candles providing ambient illumination in the low-lit dining room. The seafood bouillabaisse—with its mix of clams, crabmeat, mussels, oysters, scallops, and shrimp—is a house specialty, Use the crusty yet soft French bread to sop up the rich, garlicky broth. The oysters in Champagne sauce showcase local bivalves in a graphically plated dish that shows off the scallion-and-bacon toppings. For Caesar salad lovers, you get the often overlooked option of anchovies. On weekends, the bar offers entertainment, and it’s not unusual to hear strains of Jim Croce or Joni Mitchell tunes coming from the lounge.


Bill’s Prime Seafood & Steaks, 4040 Main St., Chincoteague Island, VA 23336; (757) 336-5831; billsseafoodrestaurant.com; Seafood/Steaks; $$–$$$. The black-vested and bow-tied waitstaff, along with the Dale Chihuly–inspired orange-and-clear-glass chandelier, gives the dining room an air of sophistication, but Bill’s is a friendly place where locals and tourists have been gathering for breakfast, lunch, and dinner since 1960. You’ll want to use your fingers to devour the mini loaf of honey bread topped with honey butter. The menu is simple but tasty, and you can’t go wrong with the Chincoteague oysters and ham, which combines two salty Virginia favorites. As a side, try the Granny Smith apple coleslaw for the perfect counterpoint. If you’re adventurous, begin the experience with an oyster shooter, which layers a bivalve, cocktail sauce, and vodka in a drink that’s meant to be downed in one shot.
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Exmore Diner, 4264 Main St., Exmore, VA 23350; (757) 442-2313; exmorediner.com; Casual American/Seafood; $. It’s a diner, a real one, opened in 1954 and dishing blue-plate specials ever since. There’s a row of booths along the front and a row of barstools at the worn, white Formica counter. A constant stream of locals file in and out for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. If it’s spring and the epicurean gods are smiling upon you, the special board will list “drum ribs,” meaty swords from the mighty fish, breaded, fried and flaking right off the bone. Don’t think of getting anything else. Other times of the year, savor what might be the last honest $5 crab-cake sandwich on the planet or some biscuits and gravy for breakfast. Wash it all down with a giant tumbler of Southern-style sweet, sweet tea.




A PEARL OF AN OYSTER


It used to be that Virginia oysters went pretty much by two basic monikers based on size, standard and selects, and were sold in jars or burlap sacks. Today, branding is fast becoming business as usual for the burgeoning ranks of Virginia oystermen. Following a period of devastating disease, the state’s oysters have made a comeback. Recent harvests are the biggest in decades. Barcats, Cherrystone, Choptank Sweets, Nassawaddox Salts, Pleasure House, Shooting Points, and Yorksters—the commonwealth has all those and scores more. It’s commonplace in coastal Virginia for ostreaphiles—or oyster lovers—to request oysters by name. Chalkboard menus at raw bars run several bivalves deep. Chefs develop favorites, and nothing else will do. The H.M. Terry Co. of Willis Wharf has been marketing the Sewansecott brand of bivalves for more than a century. Hog Island Bay, where the family’s oysters and clams are cultivated to market size, is so pristine that it has been designated as a UN Biosphere Reserve. Sewansecotts have a deep cup that’s perfect for slurping on the half shell. The shape is the result of several passes through a tumbler, where the oyster’s “bill,” or sharp outer edge, is chipped off. Inside is a mound of plump, firm meat in a shallow pool of clear, briny juice known as “liquor.” Tip one back and slurp it up, and a bright brininess gives way to a rich oyster flavor tinged with sweet. Mountains of Sewansecotts are shipped to large markets, and the variety has been featured as the “Oyster of the Month” at New York City’s venerable Grand Central Oyster Bar, where patrons happily pay a few bucks apiece for them. Now here’s a tip: Drive over to Willis Wharf, park in the crushed-oyster-shell parking lot and ask for a box of bivalves at the front counter of the big, gray shucking house. For a fraction of the big-city price, you’ll get enough for a feast or a roast. Clams, too. And one heck of a view.





Mallard’s on the Wharf, 2 Market St., Onancock, VA 23417; (757) 787-855; mallardsllc.com; Neo-Southern/Seafood; $$$. He sings, he cooks, he writes books. That’s Chef Johnny Mo, “The Musical Chef,” who also sends elegant platters of duck, tuna, and porterhouse pork chops out of his creekside kitchen and then often emerges in chef’s whites to serenade guests with his acoustic guitar. The food at this former general store, circa 1842, is far more refined than many an Eastern Shore eatery. Fried chicken livers, a gas station staple in the South, peek from underneath a roasted wild mushroom demi-glace and are perched on a pillow of mashed potatoes and wilted spinach. Tuna gets a yuzu glaze; filet mignon, a lobster cream sauce. Fresh mahimahi fish tacos, served at lunch with lime and spicy mayo, leave locals and food critics drooling.


Sting-Ray’s Restaurant, 26507 Lankford Hwy., Cape Charles, VA 23310; (757) 331-1541; cape-center.com; Seafood/Traditional Southern; $. A couple of years back, author Michael Stern of Roadfood fame met us at the ordering counter of Chez Exxon, what locals call this way laid-back, award-winning restaurant inside a gas station. Until then, the region had been absent from his best-selling food guides. Then, Mr. Stern bit into a freshly baked sweet potato biscuit with thin, hot slices of salty Virginia ham hanging out the sides. He found the combination “inspired,” and he savored lots of other dishes that day—crispy fried seaside oysters, crab imperial, stuffed flounder, and marinated shrimp he labeled “snapping good!” A slice of sweet potato pie topped with damson preserves provided the tipping point and put Virginia’s Eastern Shore on the “Roadfood” map. We suggest stopping, even if you don’t need gas. And if you have room for them in the cooler, get a couple dozen sweet potato biscuits and some sliced country ham to go. You’ll be reaching into that stash for a snack shortly thereafter.
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A & J’s Fresh Meat Market, 21067 N. Bayside Rd., Cheriton, VA 23316; (757) 331-2822; on Facebook. Fresh sage sausage—just all-natural pork, sage, salt, and pepper stuffed into casings—is what A & J’s owner and butcher James Elliott is best known for. But need a frenched rack of lamb? Or milk-fed veal, organic chicken, custom cuts of Naturewell beef or some freshly ground beef for burgers on the grill? He’s your man. When you’re nearing Cheriton, look for the red-and-black Jackson Hewitt Tax Service sign on the east side of US Route 13; otherwise, you might miss this humble market.


Becca’s Cakes and More, 24399 Lankford Hwy., Tasley, VA 23441; (757) 789-3686; beccascakesandmore.com. We don’t recommend this, but if you find yourself in a car with a piece of Becca’s eight-layer Smith Island cake and no fork, by all means dig in with your fingers. The confections are that good. The cakes originated on Smith Island in Maryland, one of two inhabited landmasses in the Chesapeake Bay. Owner and cook Rebecca Eskridge Crutchley is from the other one, Tangier Island in Virginia, and grew up eating and making the cakes. She bakes each wafer-thin layer separately and offers her cakes in more than a dozen flavors, including Oreo and red velvet. Her shop, in a yellow house set back a bit from the road, has lunch items and a handful of tables where you can can gobble them down. The store is hidden from the road; just keep your eyes peeled for SMITH ISLAND CAKES, which overpower the word BECCA’S on the small highway sign.


Blue Crab Bay Company, 29368 Atlantic Dr., Melfa, VA, 23410; (757) 787-3602; bluecrabbay.com. Just off the main road in Melfa, there’s a cache of gourmet snacks that will have you reaching for your wallet when you walk through the door. The company, started in Pamela Barefoot’s farmhouse kitchen, has amassed a constellation of awards for business acumen. But it’s the addictive nut snacks, seafood soups, and clam-tinged Bloody Mary mixes that have caused Miss Pamela to ship her wares the world over. Her Sandbaggers—giant Virginia peanuts, a treat all by themselves!—are seasoned with sea salt and cracked pepper. They were honored in 2011 as a finalist in the nation’s most prestigious specialty-food competition. Our favorite is Crab House Crunch, sweet peanut-brittle squares dusted with a crab-boil seasoning that combines many quintessential Virginia lowcountry flavors in a can.
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Drizzles, 16 Strawberry St., Cape Charles, VA 23310; (321) 747-3042; drizzlesolives.com. Tasting shops that allow customers to sample exotic olive oils and balsamic vinegars from gleaming urns are popping up everywhere. Drizzles, in Cape Charles proper, does just that. The shop also offers a rainbow of peppercorns, salts, wild blueberry and sweet onion sugars, coffees imported from Honduras and Ethiopia, zany zebra-striped bowtie pasta, and more. It makes for great inspiration when you’re cooking back on your home turf.


Gull Hummock Gourmet Market, 115 Mason Ave., Cape Charles, VA 23310; (757) 331-1500; on Facebook. The market recently moved into a bigger spot but still carries a solid selection of organic and Virginia products, including wines, cheeses, baked goods, and meats. Mingle with locals on Friday and Saturday afternoon, when owner Honey Moore uncorks select wines for afternoon tastings. At the checkout, take note of the counter made by a local artisan from wood that was cut from a tree up the road in Pungoteague.


Island Creamery, 6243 Maddox Blvd., Chincoteague, VA 23336; (757) 336-6236; islandcreamery. net. When summer’s in full swing and tourists run amuck, you can easily find this ice cream shop by looking for the line that forms at the counter, continues out the front door, across the parking lot and down the street. Otherwise, look for the multistory faux lighthouse that dominates the shop’s architecture. Thirty-four ever-changing flavors of ice cream, sorbet, and frozen yogurt tempt you at any time, and the cheerful staff is quick with samples. The house specialty is Marsh Mud, a double chocolate decadence that tastes like chilled brownie batter. Pair it with Iced Nirvana, powered by an in-house brew of espresso. Near the register, grab a bag of waffle-cone pieces for the perfect touch of crunchiness. Specialty and regular coffees and ice cream cakes are available, as is fudge that can be as traditional as cappuccino and as adventurous as lemon meringue cheesecake. Inside seating is available, but if the weather cooperates, head to the deck out front, where you can watch the parade of tourists on the town’s busiest street.
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Mr. Whippy, 6201 Maddox Blvd., Chincoteague, VA 23336; (757) 336-5122; misterwhippy.com. The enticing aroma of freshly made waffle cones hits you in the face, then gently embraces you as you enter this soft-serve ice cream parlor on the town’s main drag. The menu beckons with more than 15 sundae options, 20-plus shakes, and a few sorbets. You’ll be tempted to try a Cyclone, Mr. Whippy’s own blend of ice cream and candies such as M&Ms and Snicker’s candy bars. You won’t be disappointed, but don’t leave without becoming one with a waffle cone. You can opt for chocolate or vanilla ice cream, but the twist, which blends both, is perfect for indecisive types. The soft-serve is creamy and rich; the cone toasty and sweet. It’s hard to wrap your head around this much gluttony, and it’s hard to wrap your hand around the monster-sized cones. Enjoy the treats at one of the indoor tables or venture onto the deck for an alfresco adventure. A drive-through window makes it possible to stay in your car, though don’t blame us if you can’t enjoy the sweet scents.
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