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GOURMET TRAVELS
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On the Outer Banks, a long chain of barrier islands off the coast of
North Carolina, you'll find sand dunes and salty air, a culture steeped
In risk and resilience, and food that will surprise you. It all exerts a
strong tidal pull. ByJa ne Daniels Lear Photographs by Toby Glanville

At thir Pe |skand Mational Wildlife Refuge., you aee standng on the edge of the continernt. Your foctprints right e the only ones of the day.
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lett 1o right: Solar power on Ocracoke:; Cafd Atlantic's stellar crab cakes; the Hatberas Light sweeps 20 mies oul bo sea; Thai Moon's intorior
fing as Chat “dboon Dennis: watermen Micholas Pilawed and Crasg Mercor; cottage comdort at Edwands of Ocracobe: the aoean keeps
3 artist-chel Debbie Wells and s efElabile man  Brasion Cahoon: beach retreata: e 1o figh or cul bhit, |':;:|'|:; sit; Meither owt far o in deap,

S e




was coasting down N.C. 12, bound for an Qcracoke beach on a
balloon-tired rental bike, when the smell hit me like a two-by-four, Garlic.
Cilantro. Chiles sizzling in hot oil. Stunned, I skidded to a'halt and
landed on crushed oyster shells, hard, in front of O'Neal's tackle shop.
Having spent many childhood summers on the Outer Banks, | know the
food has always been from the sea. Impeccably fresh and uncomplicated
(“You want that fried or broiled, hon?"), it’s ;I]H:a-l'l.'pi::alll'n.' VEry m |'|+.I|.
lgnoring the large graze on my knee, I peered around and inhaled deeply.
This time, t hough, | got nothing more than bait (mullet, | thought) from
the fish-cleani ng table around back. h
There was a figure seated on the top step.“You lookin’ like a bird dog,” an
amused voice drawled. I grinned, taking in the faded Ocracoke Volunteer
Fire Department T-shirt and the pack of smokes in his hand. “It was the
garlic,” |].~.:Lid. feeling sheepish and like the worst kind of tourist. “Wind just
shifted,” he replied, cocking an ear to the squawk of the VHF radio inside

[

the screen door, “Boarts are comin’ in with Spanish mackerel. But it sounds

like what }'ullﬁ'cufﬁrr 1s | hai Moon” He H;]p]lnl a hand across the road.

The beach could wait. T ended up instead ar che ualikeliest
restaurant om Cheracoke, a shipshape takeour place (*If Carching
Ferry, please call your order abead?™ reads the meme) in the sort
of shopping enclave—everything from sunglasses wo stained
ghiss—commaon from Mantucket to Key West, After finding a
bench in the shade, 1 dug into my lunch, quickly realieing 1%
never tasted a better version of ferd, 2 spicy salad of fMash-fried
finely ground pork seasoned with lime juice, chiles, onion, ci-
Lamtio, ad nutey poaited rice. Hog-a rld-nnqlr '\.hrimp SCHI Was
I'I'.‘.'-II-I_|| with ||.'II1lhII:_'.1'.1-h. l.'i[:l'lh. aiidd the lermented ta ng u!l'l_nh
sauce; an imtense, chunky curry made with red drum, & popular
Lot tfich, hail o ||.;-¢|r chile sweetness

Proprietor Pramuan “Moon™ Diennis is g5 shy a5 her food is
confident, *We metin Saipan,” 1.':|||:||Jinn|. Kaols Dennis, Moon's
hushand and a former merchant mariner. *She worked in a gar-
mient l':i-'.'I-:a-r:,." Alter the two married and moved o the apper
Banks, Moon gt 3 jods it the VWalmart in Bty Hawk, =My wife
didn’t know anything alsout restaurants,” said Dennis. “But she
knew food, and she would bring her lunch every day. Soon she
started cooking for her coworkers st Walmart, Every Wednes-
day; she'd pin a livtle menu on the bulletin board and folks would
sign up for lunch, That's how this whole thing got starved.”

People have been carving a tochold for themselves on the
Chuter Banks for more than 400 years, and the Banks, like those
wha have settled there, are anything but fragile. Even though
barrser islancls may look delicate, they are, in fact, cxtremely hardy
and adapeable. The long, slender bodies of sand, separated from
the coast ||:.' birriaal urlln||- .nml fl‘:rlll- cach other lrg.' trick ¥ fast-
inaving inlets, are in constant motion, changing shape in order
to alvsarhs thae stoem ufgcs thousands of mctric tons of water
II{'IH_E Fl-l.l'-l'll.‘:l ANk whﬂhm of LIL']ﬂI'I‘\.—I}I.Il ool 1:|I:I11.'r'4 (1= |'|.:'|.'4_'
an impact on the mainland,

I'd starved my journey a week earlier and about 150 miles o
thie nasrith, in Dheck, on Baclic [sland, where a fishi 1 hamlbet first
appeared on maps in the 17905, and where the cedar-shingled,
lowe-key Sanderling Resart & Spa holds pride of place today.

The sWwamp forests and estuaries thene and on the mainland side

of Carmituck Sound are home to more than 250 species of wa-
rerfowl 3t varwous times of year, and grabbang binoculars and
ficld guide before [ left my room soon became a habdr.

Twenty miles up the road, | vook stock of che 15,000 acres of
unpaved cuthack known as Carova (it sies might bebow the North
Carolina-Virginia state linc) with Jim Shipley, a %-year-old
surfer, drag racer, and former NASA engincer who guitles tours
of the area. From his bucking, slewing, best-to-hell Land Crais-
ef, Carova is a crazy quilt of dunes, marstime fonest, amd sum-
mer cottages plopped down every which way along wide,
desolate tracks in the sand that shape-shift while you're lsoking
at thern, © AU inany farsi=aamme visiiors o mvaiter *We are
RELEF __L::l'ilir: llr!.:\'.'l: ok of kere”™ like a II1.II'IITJ.-|-]lI_'II_' are N gro-
CETY SINres, N tralfic |:i;.:|'|'|5-. e cars that don't have four-wheel
drive. What you will find, though, are about 1 30 shapoy descen-
danes of Spanish mostangs that roam freely, grazing belly deep
amicl sea oats and sparing, There are wild Boar, tod; a Eray T
slipping into the serub; great blue herons standing like statues
in the shalbows; and double-crested cormorants on the wing,

MNature makes me hungry. The Sanderding’s snug, wainsoog-
eil Lifesaving Saation Restaurant—located in one of the 29 such
stations that were established along the coast of Norch Caro-
lima bevween 1874 and 1901 —is known fior s shirimp, crab, andd
corn chaomder, but what won my heart was somncthing you don'
normally see on a resort menu: “Simple Seafood Simply Pre-
pared.” The evening | was there, that meant sweer, tender bocal
shrimp, and they couldn’t have been more expertly grilled or
more satisfying,

here was a ]||.:|1! sea breere thie mor nang 1 hieaibed south g
Tl latteras, lured by the vivid names of the villages along

the central Banks—Kitty Hawk, Kill Devil Hills, MNags
Head. -nu.'}"n.' aoverland it h.l.:l:,' with beasch condos, strip maalls,
.Tllh| Ill_l{-!l-n". 1L E] iFah I;|i|!|:ll: aid 1 kivoaw l|'ul. COUricsy il Than
Moon, I'd soon leok on the Walmart in s more kindly light),
but the pylon memorializing the intuitive, endlessly tinkering
Wright Brothers glints in the sun, and kites and hang ghders

At The Sandeming, hummocks of grean-gold beach gross and shoro plants roll out 1o tho 0oean ke wirees, making it & sate haven for wildiife
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float above Jockey's Ridge State Park, Tts steep, immense duncs
are formed by northeasterly storm winds, which blow beach
sand toward the sound; from the opposite direction, prevailing
southwesterlies shove it back oward the oeean., The dunes, the
tallest an the East Coast, nudge up against busy US. 138 with
all the grandeur of a gentle ver determined Grear Dane.

MNUCL 12 (Beach Road), which runs parallel to 158 until you
reach Nags Head, threads its narrow way south to Ocracoke,
EDIEI'-'III'IE t|1|: H:JP: Hl.lt-n“ Matiomal Sznhnrr.'. Chiee o Crinis
the breathtaking span of Bonner Bridge, over Oregon Inlet,
vour' |l find vourselfin the Pes Island National Wildlife Refuge,
at the north end of Hatveras Island. Its wind-scoured and beau-
tiful, with dunes between highway and scean; the lines on the
road often disappear beneath sweeping crescents of sand and,
daring a bad storm, the Atlantic.

Mear the refuge’s headquarters is the site of the Pea Izsland
Life-Saving Station, active from 1878 until 1947, The keeper of
the station, Richard Etheridge, was born a slave on Roanoke
Island and commanded the only black lifesaving crew in the
country. Their finest hour came in October 1896, when the
schooner .5, Newwan foundered offshore in a hurricane. The
conditions were so hormific that neither boats nor beach appara-
tus comled Dse wsed: the surfimen swan out o ithe ship and rescued
its crew—and the captain's wife and child—one at a time. Six
miles soanh, Chicamsoomics (“chick-a-ma-C0M-i-c0") station
still survives in its onginal seteing, Afver the Brivish anker 5.5,
Mirds was vorpedoed by a German U-boat in 1918, keeper John
Allen Midgett Jr. and his men overcame the turbulent, blazing
ocean (the flames were 504 feet high) to retrieve 42 crew mem-
bers. Sometimes history and legend are one and the same.

I've never had to steer a boat into an inferno, bue ve sailed
through enough hesvy seas o regard lighthouses with s tre-
miendous sense of relief. The one st Cape Hatteras, with its day-
mark of black-and-white candy-cane stripes (each lighthouse is
painted differently, so seafarers can readily identify them), s a
particular talisman. When 1 was o child, we always came here
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DETAILS

STAYING THERE

Thae nartih and central Outer Banbs. from Corpila io Mags Hoad are within
eany strikdng distance of THE SANDERLING RESOHRT & SPA {252.261-4111:
thesanderimg.com; from $125), in Duck, on Bode tsland, Jist a mils
and @ half from the Haleras Rghthouse is the CAPE PINES MOTEL (BEG-
ASE-SOET: capepinesmotel oo from $78), Oaneds Bl Rapant,
Tearnarty of they Hibal Plara Athdnda, in New Yok City, nd his wife,
Anglie, R kningly and (eare in this age of hipates et ald-seiael)
ursrenecally resioned the coflage oo o its pine-paneied vintage gory,
it ks also one of the: mast mmaculate places | have iver—and | mest
ever—stayed. You'll fird eight simple cottages feom the "50s and '60s
s wel o 11 bungakew rocmss) o EOWARDS OF DCRACDKE (BI00-254.
1350 edwardsolocracoke.com; Trom $605

LATING THIRL

Athough The Sandering's formal restaurant Faa & dramaiic view of
Currituck Sound, my strategy was to have a drink ad the handsome bar
and thesn mossy along 1o the oarer LIFESAYING STATION RESTAURANT
{1461 Duck Fd,; 252-949-6654), Tha toughest reservation in Duck,
hiwewer, 15 &1 the ever-populas BLUE POINT (The Waterront Shops. NLC.
12, Duchc 252-H51-B090; thatduspoint com). From s md leathersiio
ancuEstles 10 M8 Savvy meeru (ipeberg wodde with Buttormillk dressng
ond Alan Benton's Tennessss smokad bacon: fred calfish with drty
rice and peckiad tomatilles). the place aexudes a aunty dochsice chamm,
Picred urcker oerlunés-old e oaks 51 COROLLA YILLAGE BAR-B-QUE
{EakEoUT ok Hlsmﬂtmlaw. *batiind Twididy Real Estate”;
2EE-A5T-DOTE) before exploring Carova, Tucked among wealherbaaten
eoltages snd ramanackie motels & the Bright. sPeny KILL DEYIL QEILL
{2008 Boach Rd.. ot Milepost 5 253-449-8181)% & restonsd 1939
dirar rdre i ther slng hands of ched-ownar Bl Tuckes, Gingharms-hict-
clad local busirpacmen ook thane for crab cakes, 8 blackensd
mabimakd sandwich with a revsiatony homemade tartar Sauce, and the
day's bie-pdate special. i you nsed 8 break from seabood, head for
S (LS, 158, a1 Milepost 5 252-441-5855) for o Cacsar salad and &
Sheak prilied over lve wodd. b Budion, on Haieras island, dinner ot
THE CAFTARNS TABLE [&7048 MUC, 12; 3520953117 couldn't ba moes
baskc—beotiy Hatberas clam chowdor (it tastes of the pn, not of cream|
Fellerwened Iy tericiest Flaundar caught By co-cener and charler captan
Rick Scarborpugh, Tha hot, cranchy hush puppses that kept appearing
ot Ehe Tatier M i coin Panier, FOMy yourseld i 1 maming with

@ yeasly apphs 'WNWIIMMMMIM
(MG 12, Buxtor; 252-995-4109; orangebiossombakerny.com). Spend
encugh tems on Ocrncole 1o thal you con enjoy maals ol BACK FORCH
RESTAURANT & WINE BAR 110 Back Road: 252.928-5401), CAFE ATLANTIC
(1129 brvwn Garrish My AUE. 12 252-008- 48651 ), ANMG MELON

CAFE (504 Invin Garrish Hwye 252/926-2533), and THA MODN CAREY-OUT
(SEOC Irdin Garrish Hwy., 81 Spencers Market; 253.028-5100).

BEING THERE

The Sandorling is an ieal Base for ong of th eoolours run by COASTAL
KAYAK TOURING COMPANY (MNorth Beach Outfitters, Duch Wabarfront
Shops: 752.201-6262; constaliueyak org) of a drive through Carova
wiith COBOLLA DUTRACK ADYENTURES (1150 Ocean Trall, Corilla;
F52-453-4484; corollacutback. com). Channe your inner Wilbur or
mhwmmmn KITTY HAWK KITES (250-441-4124;
ittyherabditbis oom), which has an oupost &t JCKEY'S RIDGE STATE FARK
{ULS. 158, a1 Milppost 12, Mags Hend; 252.441.T132;
jochinirdgesiatoparioom), of by Diying Tribute ot the WRIGHT
BROTHERS RATIONAL MEMORIAL (L5, 158, ot Milepost 7.5 252473
2111 mps pongSwrhe. Archebeciure bulfs shouldn't miss the
spectacuiar Art Nouveay WHALEREAD CLUB, espocially the gleaming
pirk kitchen (Curriiuck Herntage Park, Conollac F52-453-904a0r
whaleheadclub,org); architect Frank Stick's vernaoular SUTHERN
SHORLE FLAT TOP ROUSES (adong) M.C, 12 In Duck), Baslt 1rom ths late 40s
urrhil B e G0A; and Ehe "uspainted Aristocricy,” DLD RAQS HILAD
BEACH COTTAQE ROW historic district (Boach Ad., from Milepost 132 1o
Milepoat 1.3.5). Meartry Roanssie lsland i the st of Paul Green's
long-running isince 1937) cutdoor play THE LOST COLONY [Waterside
Theatre; BO0-4B8-5301 .2, thedosicolony org). about the New YWorkis
first Englizh colonists, whose tabe remains a mysbery 10 this day. B you
i Tacee 100 wrsiSFT, Lipy LR Bl Dy taking kiteboarnding bsaons a1
Jary Crmadcrd's OUTER BANKS KITIN0 (Avon Village: 252-305-6839;
cuterbankekiting com). Al the CAPE HATTERAS LIGNTHOUSE (off N.C. 12,
Buxien: Z52-905-447d), swing into the National Park Senice
bookshop to pick up Talty of Ferpedo Junction for your favorite nine-yeae-
pldl; pulblished in 1957, the instant clagsic tells the story of 8 young gl
wh hedpsd capiune & ring of Mazi sphos hading out in Buston Woods.
S0 jurst down 1he road A the Outer Barks Mot b pet your purchass
pubographed by cwrar Cored White Dillon—the roal “Taliy.” —LOL.
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farst, my facher spt-:d:ing past our SLImmer Corcage no matter
what time it was (ofven past midnight) and despite my mother’s
objections. He would lift my brother and me out of the car and
brace us, his arm around Mom, in che wind until we caught the
deep, rhythimic roar of the waves foaming in, something we felt
as much as heard. =Iv's like o hearthear,” he would sy,

A retreating shoreline and an unusually rapid risc in sea level
{what better place to monitor the effects of global warming than
the Ourer Banks?) put the lighthouse, built in 1870 and, at 198
feet, the tallest in the United Staves, in danger of toppling into
the warer. About ten years ago, in a literal case of “Move it or
lewse: 1" —and a civil-engineering feat that made the CGuinnes Book
af Records—it was jacked up and moved 2,900 feer wo safery. |
climbed the steps spiraling up 1 the wop and stood on the cir-
cular iron catwalk with Bob Long, a voluneeer park ranger.
There were whitecaps about 15 miles offshere on Diamond
Shaoals, the bank of ever=shifting sand Iidgq:ﬁ just below the
surface of the water, which glittered blue-green in the sun. For
centuries, ships have risked foundering in this Graveyvard of the
Atlantic to take advantage of the swift-flowing Labrador Cur-
rent, caming down from the north, or the Gulf Stream, rolling
up from the Caribbean. The treacherous seretch is also known
a5 Torpedo Junction, for in just six months in 1942, U-boaes sank
maore than 60 American ships here. About two miles to the
southwest lies Cape Poing, where the coast sharply angles west-
warid. "Loak, there are breakers on bath sides of the point,” said
Long. “They come together like a zipper. Sometimes there will
b twvo hundred surfers down along the sourh end ™

Hatteras, but vou'll find a real sense of isolation there.
The northern half of the island is spacious, sandy, and
uninhabited, like the Pea Island refuge. Civilization—for me,
cpitomized by a cozy, white-clapboarded bungalow at Edwards
of Ocracoke—is clustered at the south end, in Ocracoke Vil-
lage. And, best of all, ivturned out that Thai Moon was just the
beginning o the most delicious food of my trip.
Ar Café Atlantic, most of the customers were fresh from
decp-sea fishing expeditions or surfeasting; the trycks parked

B y ferry, Ocracoke is only 40 minutes away from the tip af

FRANCES O'NEAL'S FIG CAKE

Back Porch Fiestaurant & Wing Bar, Ocracoke Island. Noith Caesdin
SERVES 1070 12

ACTIVE TIME: 20 MIN _ START T0 FINISH: 4%2 HR (INGLUDES COOLING)

Mast of the ald hoses on Ooracoke have a (g tres in e yavd, 50
it's no surprige thal many cooks there have a recipe for g cake and
its primary Ingredient, presened figs, This prizewinner—rich, maist,
and chunky with fruit—from the late Frances O'Neal is a staple at
Back Parch, The restaurant serves i &s & layer cake with cream
chedsa ieing, bud w like the traditional versian, made ina bundt
pat and dusted with confectioners sugar. Preserved (gs can

b ordednad from Ocfaeake’s Community Store (252-928-9055;
thecommunitysione@yahaa.carm) or The Lee Bros. Bolfed Peanwis
Catalague (B43-F20-8800; boiledpaands.coml

cups all-purpase flour
tepaalt

tsp cinnamon

tsp ground cloves

tsp groand nutmeg
large aEps

CUps granulated sugar
cup vegetable oil

1
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out front had up o 20 rods loaded, like lances, into sockets on
the front bumper, and had extensions on the back for vackle
boxes and coolers, Like many Banks restaurants, the café will
cook a fisherman's catch wo order, and so, in addition to the fin-
est crab cakes I've eaten in a very long time, [ ended up sharing
plates of broiled deum and grilled tuna with the sunburned,
blissfully happy crowd ar the next rable. A woman named Patty
had surfcast alongside her hushand for almost 50 years. “She
fishes like a man,” her hushand said admiringly, “But I wrear ‘er
like the woman che is." Party, who has, presumably, heard this
miowe times than she can count, blushed.

Ome thing thar was special about the café were the framed
gowaches on the walls. I'd seen plenty of bad art over the past
week, but what | was looking ar here was the real thing. The
artist was Debbae Wells, 1 discovered, who cooks at the café a
few nights a week. Wells, as it turned out, had opened the re-
nowned Back Porch restaurant (erab beigners, fig cake, great
ambience) before selling it to become a full-rime painter. “Even-
tually, though, | missed the energy of a kitchen and the confi-
dence and competence | fele there,” she explained. So she
started cooking again occasionally, just to keep her hand in.
Wells was delighted I'd found Thai Moon (she, in fact, had
helped Moon get her start on Oeracoke), bur*You can't leave
before you try Flying Melon,” she said firmly, “It's wonderful ™

No kidding. Flying Melon had me with the sweet-potatoe
pancakes I'd ordered for breakfase. Dinner that night proceed-
ed from tiny corn muffins and fricd green romatoes with rémou-
lade to sweet, flaky sheepshead, a fish thar feeds almast entirely
om small crabs and other crustaceans, Chef and co-owner Mi-
chael Schramel, a navive of New Orleans, is an absolute master
of the classic lemon-burter sauce, which is all oo often overly
acidic or broken, His is scamless, perfectly balanced, a work of
artin irs own right,

After dinmer, | walked the beach one last time. During the
day, the wind had picked up, swinging more vo the east, and
sceulpted douds loomed on the horizon, over the Gulf Stream.
The waves—hig ones—curled and broke. I realized my legs
were almost completely coated with grains of fine white sand.
The island was on the move,

Y2 cup well-shaken buttenmill
1 tspbaking soda
1 Thspwarm water
1 tsp pure vanilla extract
1 cup preserved flgs In syrup,
drained and chopped
1 cup walnuts or pecans, chopped
tgueesienT: @ 10-cup bundt pan
aannisk confectioners sugar

*Prenaat oven to 350°F with rack in middle. Generously bulter
pan. *5ift togather Meur, salt, and spices,

*Beat eggs in a large bowl with an electric miser at high speed
until light and foamy, about 2 minutes, Add sugar and beat wntil
pale and thick, about 2 minutes. Add il &nd beat 1 minute.

At low speed, mix in flowr mixture in 3 batches, altemating with
buttermilk, beginning and ending with flour.

* Slir togather baking soda and water until dissolved, then stir intg
batter along with vanilla, figs, and nts,

*Pour batter into pan and bake until gelden-brewn and a wooden
pick inserted mio conter of cake comes out clean, 50 minutes 1o
1 howr. Coal comglatily in pan, about 2 hours.

CODHS' HOTE: Cake keeps, tightly wrapped, at room temperature
3days. @
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