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Beach bound

THE CRYSTAL COAST BECKONS IN THE OFF-SEASON WITH STARGAZING, NATURE
WALKS AND FRESH OFF-THE-DOCK SEAFOQOD.

by Cathy Martin | photographs courtesy The Crystal Coast

rom June to August, tourists flock to the North Carolina
coast to play in the surf and sand, nosh on fresh-from-the-
dock seafoed, and escape the business of city life.

We North Carolina natives know a little secret — the shoul-
der seasons, fall and spring, at the coast are just as nice, with
fewer crowds, a break from the insufferable heat and shorter waits
for tables at local restaurants.

1 grew up going to the Crystal Coast, though back then, we just
called it “the beach.” The region just south of The Outer Banks and
north of Wilmington spans 85 miles of coastline and is known for
its laid-back, family4riendly atmosphere and boating lifestyle.

Decades since my last visit, | returned last spring to the
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Crystal Coast. Driving along Bogue Banks, the 21-mile barrier
island that’s home to the area's beaches, passing through towns
like Salter Parh, Indian Beach and Pine Knoll Shores was like a
(fi" dIYW“ memory li“l‘.A“IUng my ('ilflll'.\' memortes: vacatxon-
ing at Emerald [sle in a salthox cottage with a housetul of cousins,
cating fresh fish my father and uncle had caught earlier in the day.
In high schocl, my friends and I would pile in the car for day trips
or looscly chaperoned weekends at Atlanric Beach (it was the "80s,
what can | say).

Crossing the causeway bridge 1o Atlantic Beach, [ couldn’t
wait to see what had changed — and what had thankfully stayed

the same.

PHOTOGRAPH BY BRAD STYRON



PHOTOGRAPH BY BRAD STYRON

PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY PRIME BISTRO & WINE BAR

EXPLORE
Row your boat

The Crystal Cooet 12 2 boater's paradise, but chances ace if you're visiting
§oe pat o few dayy, you mary not have scoes to 2 motoehoot, You can still pet
o on the warer by resaing a kayak oe paddleboard ar Beaufort Paddle.
The friendly staff o thes fendl-owned business on the camseway between
Beaufiort and Morchead Cary will book yors up with the right gear and show
you where 1o paddle, from the crvstal-dear shalloas around Bind Shoals
(ideal o shelling) co the warers arownd Racke] Carson Reserve, a complex of
undeveloped islands just south of Beauforr whese wild Banker horses roam.

Strall akong the salt manh

Ar the far eastern end of Bogoe Banks lies Fort Macon State Paric
While the fioer irsel, coenpleced In 1834, & a draw Soc history buffs, there
are 389 acres 1w exphoe bere. The 3.2-mile Ellioer Conaes loop trad leads
you over the rolling =md dunes with magnificent ocean views, through a
maritime forest, and akoeg the sind marh on the soumd sde of the ishind.
Red cedars, Bve caks, yaupoes and Carcling willows are jast a few species
§ouand here. The wadl Is a pood L5-hour hike, and a chance o spy wildide
like marsh rabbits, turthes and the varous comtal binds that mhatet the area

Stargacze at Cape Lookout Natlonal Seashore

Samehow oo my previous visirs o the Crystal Coast, I'd never been o
Cape Lookout, The unspotled farrier ishind with 56 miles of beaches is
home t ane of the stine’s moet sconic lighthouses. The island is accesad
by a 20-mirwte ferry ride deprarting from a visitoe’s center at Harkers
Island, 2 quiet residercial area where porches and mallboxes are adorned
with handmade meral anchars, a symbol of the communiey’s maritime
heritage, Arriving at Cape Lockout, where prickly pear cacei and vi-
brant red Wanket flowers dot the landscape, you can set cax on foot oe
rent a UTV o explare the island, inchading che keeper's quarters and an
abandoned Coast Guard statson. In 2022, Cape Lookour was destgrared
an leeermarional Dark Sky Park: Mintmal light poliurion makes the area
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conducive to stargazing, Astronomy Nights ceganized
bry o Jocal stamgazers duby, Stadlight Craises and 2 Sear
Party in spring are a few of the warys 10 experience the
cebestial sighns,

Explore underwater worlds

Tucked in a maritime forest, the Noeth Caroling
Aquariam st Pine Knoll Shores — une of four sate-ap-
eraned aquariums aloog the coast — |s ddeal for & radny
diwy and offers a chance to learm abour aguarc life across
the state, from river oeters amd koognose gar to =ca turtles

and =and tiger sharks

Scak in the histoey

Muxch is wrizten about the charmang witerfront com-
munity of Beaufort {see our June 2022 issse), but a trip
to the Cryszal Coast lsn't complece wirthour spending an
afterroon of evenleg in this hisoric hamder, Learn aboue
Narth Carclira’s seafaning histoey at the quasnt Maritime
Museum, where you can view artifacts uncovered from
the wreck of Blackbeard's Queen Anoe’s Revenge, The

wetbparioragasccon | 128
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wreck was disoovered In 1996 o mere mile from the
easrern end of Bogue Banks. Stwoll along the dodks and
have lunch by the water ot Black $heep (woodhred
puzar, sandwaches, sakads) or Front S$treet Grill, At
cockratd bour, shage a crispy calimart with chili-lime

glace and slp a majro of palnkdler — the frulry rum

cocktael seems o be the drink of chokce sround bere
— at the restyurant’s dockxade Rhumbar. A sheet drive
e dountiown, The Beaufort Hotel 1«

ane of the few boutique properties in the area, with

from the |

ey -.L-m accommaodacions and b.mil'...‘h. WIRLT VICus.

EAT + DRINK
Gea your Gll of fresh seafood

Finding truly freds fish, shrimp and opsters in the
Piedmoon can be a challenge, =0 whike I'm near the
beach, | tend w0 overooenpensate, 'Whale vou might
not find Michelinstarred che§ In this quies coasal
community, vou will fnd an abundance of fresh sea-
food and menus desigred to showease the local fare
Restaurarnts heee run the gamut, from supes-hag meals
at cdd-schood drivens o u(w.‘..l‘ seak and seafood
gpots. Wherever you go, when in doube, get the fresh
canch — no matrer whar’s Mong, i's bard 1o bear tha
fresh off-the-boat thinve

Amos Mosquito's, a casml waterfroot dining
WMot At Adantic Beach, has becoone a local main.
stay. Hallock Cooper Howard, a UNC Chapel Hul
i Culimary Institete of Americs grd, opered the

restaurant in 199, Today, she and ber husband,

Sandy Howard, run the restaurant, where festive
mulicokr string lights highliahe adumsical masgueo
artwork by Charkorre artise 'I(lr Park. Scare with the
sweet-and-spicy Busz-Buz shrimp and the cheesy
bobeter crab dip, then work your wary into the entrees;
sesame-seared tuna, shrimp and gres, lump crab cakes
with roasted corn and scallions, to name a few. The
vibe 13 lively and tan, the menu is approachable, and
the portsoos are generous

Ar Aqua m Beautiort, the portions are daintier but

your Il find some of the asea’s most coesnive and andful

culsine. RL\;.L'J a table on the coay screenad (B )
surroumnded by keh landscopeng and twinkly lighes, and
enjuy tapas like coviche and PE] musds and shancable
svall plares chat reflece whin's local and Inseason.

Foe oysters, small plares, and moce freshfroosthe.
dock seadond, bead wo Cateh 109 in Morchead Cury,
[ e dinirng rocen = vibrant b cooy with wood beams
cryetal chandeliers, a Ushaped bar with e soc,
and an extensve b« wrhon \-':L‘\Zu:ll.

Foe a sphurge, reserve a table ar Primse Bistro &
Wine Bar, Dam't lee the location food you — you'll find

unexpected diegance and top-ooech service in ths

ll]_lk-

timk-and-youT-missr ot with a high-end

house feed off ULS. 70 in Morchead Cirg Here, you can
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indulge m one of the area’s local delicacies, Marhallberg
Farm's Osetra caviar served with Pringles, créme frakche,
chives and dill. The family-cared sturgeon farms was
sarted in 2010 to bring coniar groduction — muoch of
which & done t China — bock to the US. Wood-fined
steaks, local seafood didhes, housemade pasta and raw

bar selections round our the exrensive mervs

Settle the shrimpburger debate

In various beach towns, I've cedered J"r.ru;-}um:n
anly to be .h>..~,'{‘ dreed by hland _.'(r-x-d parties of
shrmp mear topped wich cedinary mavoonase, keruce
and tomato, A pood Casoling \'nnmrl'm;uﬁ, for the un-

initiated, comsists of a few ampke key components o soft

b, hot fried shrimp, ketchup and skow. EI's Drive«In Iin

Morehead Ciry, which opened in 1999, wis a mustvisit

for shrimpburgens back in the day. Later, | decovered
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The Big Oak Drive-In in Saher Path — 3t veraon also
includes rartar sasce. Which is bester! Depends on who
vou ask. Thankfully, both establishments are still gaing

strong lor new generations 1o eny

Pack a cooler for the drive honse

H you haven't goaren vour fill of fresh seafibod, theee e

plenty of local markets where you can stop oo your way out
of toan ta bring home a taste of the comt. They indude
Blue Ocean Market i Mocchead Cry, Willis Seafood
Market in Salter Puch, and Jerry Pittman's Shrimg. &
cash-caly mom-and-pop operation in Sdrer Pch, SP

The Crysal Coast is shout 2 hve-hour drove froen
Charotte, Learn mare about the ares, incloding vaca-

thon rencals, seasonal eversts and 2 nwriad of festivals, w
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