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without the flaunting
By KARENCATCHPOLE
Special to the Star Tribune

B
y 5 p.m., the Museum of Com-
merce, a low-slung brick build-
ing in tidy downtown Pensacola,

Fla., was filled with the sound of friends
scooting folding chairs closer together
and the kind of half-whispered conver-
sations that folks have when they know
they’re about to be gently shsh’d.

Although everyone in the hall seemed
to know each other, no one looked up
when a stranger walked in and searched

the room for an empty seat. I was there
for the monthly Radio Live concert,
which is part fundraiser (two canned
goods for a food bank get you in), part
wholesome entertainment (bluegrass
performers come from across the coun-
try toperformandbe simulcast on the lo-
cal public radio station) and part excuse
to get together with neighbors.

In many ways, Radio Live is Pensaco-
la’s version of “A PrairieHomeCompan-
ion,” but without the big names or the
big crowds, and that’s exactly how Pen-
sacola likes it.

Tourism efforts in this part of the
Florida panhandle focus on neighboring
Destin(whichcankeepitsspringbreakers,
outlet shoppers and time-share travelers,
Pensacola seems to say). Andwhile many
townswithasmuchtoofferas thispanhan-
dle beauty flaunt their assets for the bene-
fit of visitors instead of locals, Pensacola
seems to be constantly buffing up simply
to impress itself. If therestofuscomebyto
check it out, well, somuch the better.

) On Florida’s panhandle, unassuming Pensacola aims to please locals, whichmakes the

action-packed destination a joy for visitors, too.

Photos by ERICMOHL • Special to the Star Tribune

The sign above the stage at Flounder’s Chowder House, a restaurant and entertainment venue on Pensacola Beach, epitomizes the area: The low-key destination requires no polish to please.

FLORIDA

Visitors stroll along Quietwater Beach Pier. Pensacola’s water-
fronts are relatively uncrowded, so people can enjoywhite sand
beaches or sit by the pier sipping Bushwackers— the city’s of-
ficial cocktail—without fighting crowds.

Top-flight frills comewith low-ball prices

By ELIZABETH LARSEN
elizabeth.larsen@startribune.com

Their managers might not admit it,
but luxury hotels, cruises and tours are
on sale.

“This is a great time for people who
are interested in upscale properties to get
them at a bargain-basement price,” said
Diane Hilliard, president and founder of
Hilliard&Olander Ltd., a Stillwater-based
travel agency that specializes in custom-
designed luxury trips. Hilliard said that

her clients who normally book reserva-
tions at four-star inns are now able to up-
grade to some of theworld’smost legend-
ary hotels, includingClaridge’s in London
and the Ritz Paris.

That is, if they have the cash. While
travel experts initially predicted that lux-
ury destinations would not be as hard hit
during the recession as more moderately
pricedoptions, the financial turmoil of the
last part of 2008 took its toll on even the
wealthiest consumers.

Sixty-seven percent of Americanswith

discretionary incomeof $100,000 ormore
said they were planning to spend less on
travel, according to the Annual Survey of
Affluence andWealth in America, a study
produced by marketing research firm
Harrison Group and American Express
Publishing Corp. Some of Hilliard’s cli-
ents were affected by the Bernie Madoff
Ponzi scheme.

) Luxury destinations,where unbudging high rates have long signaled exclusivity, are slyly offering deals.

Sink into savings:At Canoe Bay in Chetek,Wis., one of the
most exclusive getaways in theMidwest, a Personal Bailout
Package includes a two-night staywith a cottage upgrade,
plus one free dinner for two.

Pensacola continues:A city that’s rich in
history.G6Ø

WHAT ’S THERE TO DO?

A quick guide to all things Pensacola.G6

Luxury continues: Luxury ski resorts and sa-
faris offer opulence for less.G4Ø

Michigan:Askier’sparadise?G3Ø

Travelmemoriesby thebottleG4
On CourseG2 • RetreatsG7 • Travel TroubleshooterG7

HobbitTravel.com
SEE OUR AD INSIDE FOR RESTRICTIONS AND MORE SPECIALS

612-338-8880612-338-8880

FEATURE OF THE WEEK

All Cruises Include Roundtrip Air!!!

NORWEGIAN JEWEL

5 Night Caribbean Cruise
Includes Roundtrip Air

Jan 4, 2009 - Mar 29, 2009
FROM $499

GRAND CAYMAN • COZUMEL

VALOR

7 Night Caribbean Cruise
Includes Roundtrip Air

2 Alternating Eastern and Western Caribbean Itineraries

Jan 4, 2009 - Apr 5, 2009
FROM $689

NASSAU • ST THOMAS • ST MAARTEN OR
GRAND CAYMAN • ROATAN • BELIZE • COZUMEL

LIBERTY OF THE SEAS

7 Night Caribbean Cruise
Includes Roundtrip Air

Nov 22, 2008 - Apr 4, 2009
FROM $799

LABADEE • MONTEGO BAY • GRAND CAYMAN
COZUMEL OR SAN JUAN • ST MAARTEN • LABADEE
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IF YOU GO
Other things to do: The Pensacola

Museum of Art (1-850-432-6247;
www.pensacolamuseumofart.org/),
is housed in a beautiful Spanish re-
vival building and displayswork from
a big-city roster of artists, including
Alexander Calder and Salvador Dali.
Play both of the charmingly retro 18-
holemini-golf courses at Goofy Golf,
(www.goofygolf.biz/index.php). Scuba
dive in thewarm, clear waters of the
Gulf ofMexico to explore the USS Oris-
kany, a 911-foot-long decommissioned
aircraft carrier that was intentionally
sunk off the coast of Pensacola in 2006
and is now the largestmanmade reef
in North America (Pensacola Dive Co.;
1-850-434-8464;www.pensacoladive
company.com).

Eat and drink: Grab a freshly baked
baguette and a container of house-
made roasted vegetable dip at Joe
Patti’s Seafood Co. (1-850-435-7843;
www.joepattis.com/) and head to Pen-
sacola Beach for a picnic. Pick up a stur-
dy ceramic stein fromMcGuire’s Irish
Pub (1-850-433-6789;www.mcguires
irishpub.com/about1.html) and you’ll
have aworthy souvenir from this Pen-
sacola institution.Grits Ya-Ya, a creamy,
fluffymound of hearty grits jazzed up
with spicy grilled shrimp and crunchy
chopped green onions, is the signature
dish at The Fish House (1-850-470-
0003;www.goodgrits.com/),which has
received theWine Spectator Award of
Excellence every year since 2004.

Where to sleep:A recent top to bot-
tom renovation has transformed an old
motel on the edge of downtown into
the hip new Sole Inn and Suites (from
$89 including cocktails and breakfast;
1-850-470-9298;www.soleinnand
suites.com/).

Themuch-anticipated Lee House
Bed & Breakfast opened on Dec. 27,
nestled between Seville Square and the
waterfront (from $195 including daily
breakfast; 1-850-525-3766;www.lee
housepensacola.com/).

You aren’t accosted with logo T-
shirts and refrigerator magnets, but
that doesn’t mean you won’t feel
welcomed by the locals who exude
a lovely blend of humble Southern
hospitality, military town stoicism
and beach town casualness.

I firstheardaboutPensacola,which
is hugged by Pensacola Bay, and Pen-
sacola Beach, a barrier island on the
oceanside of the bay, from one of
those locals. While traveling through
Key West, among the most self-pro-
moting of all of Florida’s horn-toot-
ing destinations, I met Tony Hughes
andweeasilystruckupaconversation
over $4margaritas at Kelly’s Caribbe-
anBarGrill&Brewery (ownedbyac-
torKellyMcGillis).

The talk quickly turned to Pen-
sacola, a place Hughes clearly loves.
His enthusiasm was so contagious
that a few weeks later I found my-
self at the Radio Live event, hap-
pily tapping my foot to the twang,
thump and twinkle of bluegrass gui-
tarist Jack Norton.

Pick your Pensacola
Hughes was my self-appointed

guide to the beaches, restaurants,
sights and activities of Pensacola.
For orientation’s sake — and be-
cause we were hungry — we start-
ed downtown, where every block
seemed anchored by a restaurant
or bar evenmore appealing than the
previous one.

As we wandered the attractive
lazy streets that wrap their arms
around leafy Seville Square, the lan-
guid pace, historic buildings andwa-
terfront reminded me of a compact
version of Charleston, S.C.With the
sun setting and our stomachs grum-
bling, Hughes and I grabbed an out-
door table at Dharma Blue, where
we were treated to views of the
square, sushi made with fish caught
just offshore and Florida’s most
cheerful waitress.

As I ate, it occurred to me that
perhaps Pensacola’s appealingly re-
laxed self-confidence comes from
being the oldest European settle-
ment in the United States. Dating
back to 1559, Pensacola will cele-
brate its 450th birthday this year.
Since the Spanish founded Pensac-
ola, the place has been ruled by the
French, then the Spanish again, then
the British, then the Spanish again,
then the Confederacy before finally
becoming part of the United States.

It’s earned its standing as the City
of Five Flags and historic homes, and
businesses from all of its many peri-
ods have been preserved. There are
even open archaeological dig sites,
cordonedoffwithhomeypicket fenc-
es and viewing platforms, in various
locations downtown.

Raw oysters and Blue Angels
The next day at Flounder’s Chow-

der House, Hughes suggested I sam-
ple a Bushwacker, the official cock-
tail of Pensacola. Alhough Flounder’s
is not where the Bushwacker was in-
vented—thathonorgoes to thenear-
by Sandshaker Lounge, which claims
to have perfected the blended rum,
Kahlua and ice mixture in 1975— the
Flounder’s version was dangerously
drinkable, more like a slushy dessert
than an adult beverage.

But we had no time for a second
round. It was Wednesday and in
Pensacola that can mean only one
thing: a short drive across Pensacola

Bay to neighboring Pensacola Beach
for a barefoot stroll on the town’s fa-
mous white sand before hitting Peg
Leg Pete’s for their weekly oyster-
palooza featuring famed Apalachic-
ola oysters for just $5.50 a dozen
(that’s 46 cents each).

I could easily have spent a month
sipping and grazingmyway through
Pensacola, but thereweremany oth-
er things to do besides eat and drink.
I broke away from the dining table
long enough to spend a morning in
the National Naval Aviation Muse-
um at the Pensacola Naval Air Sta-
tion, where tours of the displays (in-
cluding 150 restored planes) in the
300,000-square-foot museum are
given by a gaggle of volunteer re-
tired servicemen, servicewomen
and their spouses.

My favorite docent was an el-
derly lady who herded the excited
crowd of visitors out of the muse-
um and onto rows of bleachers after
the sudden announcement that the
Navy’s Blue Angels aerobatic team,
who are based there, would attempt
to fly theirmorning practice despite
the dismal visibility. As the docent
smiled and gently urged us along,
her earrings— a pair of impressive-
ly detailed 3-inch replicas of fight-
er jets — bobbed festively on either
side of her head.

I waited on the packed bleach-
ers certain that the overcast condi-
tions would force the cancellation
of the Blue Angels’ practice, which
is free and open to the public most
Tuesday andWednesday mornings.
Even the cheery docents were not
optimistic. “It ain’t happening,” pre-
dicted one. “Pity.” Then, as if the pi-
lots were unwilling to disappoint
the crowd, four F-18 Hornets slow-
ly made their way out of the hangar
and eased down the runway in an
arrowhead formation before blast-
ing almost straight up into the air to
gasps and applause.

My visit to Pensacola came just
in time. After more than a month of

traveling through Florida and being
bombarded with gators and mojitos
and G-strings and Mickey Mouse, I
arrived in desperate need of a town
that wasn’t “sleepy” (a transparent
travel euphemism for boring), but
which wasn’t a theme park, either.
My days in Pensacola affirmed that
I’d finally found such a place.

I certainly didn’t want to leave,
but when the day came to move on,
Hughes gave me a CD autographed

by one of the acts I’d seen at Radio
Live and said he hoped it would re-
mind me of Pensacola. As if I need-
ed any reminding.

Travel writer Karen Catchpole, along with her

husband photographer Eric Mohl, embarked

on a road trip through North, Central and

South Americas more than two years ago.

After clocking more than 90,000 miles, they

are now in Mexico. Follow along at

www.trans-americas.com.
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The Pensacola area has 40miles of seashore,much of it secluded, like this beach on the east end of Santa Rosa Island.

As the oldest European settlement in the United States (and proud of it), Pen-
sacola is full of preserved historic buildings, like The Old Christ Church,which
was built in 1832.

REPORTED AT SPICERCASTLE
B&B Inn in state papers. Guest suspects

solve crime during banquet often
interrupted by fits of laughter.

1-800-821-6675
www.spicercastlemurdermystery.com

$50 discount for Fri. Murder Mystery Pkg.

M I N N E S O T A ’ S R E S O R T F O R A L L S E A S O N S

866.445.4628
grandviewlodge.com

W I N T E R

A Tadventures

CELEBRATING SNOW!
ICE HOUSE RENTALS

FREE USE OF SNOWSHOES
Sun-Thur $11995 $8995 per night

Fri & Sat $14995 $11995 per night
(Fri/Sat rate requires Fri & Sat stay. Based on availability.

Standard room stays through 1-31-09. Blackout dates.
Not applicable with other discounts.)

ONLY 4 HRS FROM
THE TWIN CITIES

CALL 1-877-GRAND-ELY ASK FOR SNOW RATE
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Relive the news going back
as far as 1867. Available at
startribunestore.com.


