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Jessi Skorupski
and her hush
puppies;
Matlacha's
colorful
Bridgewater Inn

The good old days are
still good—if you knowwhere to look.
BY MARIE SPEED

FLORIDA

camp
stories
essi Skorupski says everything changed in 1994, when the ban on gill nets
was approved by the Florida legislature. For little fishing villages like Bokeelia
on Pine Island (off Florida's west coast), where she was born and reared, that
meant the end of an era—when fishermen used gill nets to trap their catch—and,
then, the end of traditional fish camps. The camps started out as squatters' shacks
jury-rigged into shelters for working fishermen along coastlines or rivers or on
bay islands. Over time, the term referred to places near the water where you
could rent a trailer or maybe a boat, and get some bait, cold beer and possibly a
hot meal of fried snapper, hush puppies, fries.
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In fact, fish camp cuisine is as Florida as Key lime pie
and cabbage palms. It is sitting at a picnic table on a
ramshackle cypress dock with pelicans bobbing in the
murky waters of an ancient marina, a stray cat or two in
a parking lot. It is watching skinny young men in white
rubber boots unloading shrimp; it is the smell of diesel
fumes and fried fish and old beer and mangrove flats.
It is the best fish sandwich you have ever tasted.
I'm just finishing mine on the sagging dock at
the Old Fish House Marina in Matlacha (near Pine
Island) while owners Jessi and husband Tom are
talking about how the net ban drove fishing out of Pine
Island and a hundred other little places throughout
the state. Their take-out window and seafood market
is as close as you'll get nowadays, at least south of
the Central Florida lakes country. Dating from the
1930s, the marina was the center of a fishing culture

that once numbered eight shrimp trawlers and 15
fishing boats. There is one trawler left and one fishing
boat. Most of the old island families have cleared out,
driven elsewhere by loss of livelihood, Hurricane
Charlie in 2004, rising real estate prices and relentless
gentrification. "There are only about five families left
of 30 or so," she says.
Still, Jessi and Tom are keeping the faith, holding
tight against the seismic change that is sweeping
throughout the state as big money methodically
gobbles up the waterfront, from the Big Bend to
Sanibel to the Ten Thousand Islands. "We still love it
here," she says. "We try to stick together."
They also try to make the freshest Florida seafood
around—in the tradition of classic Florida fish camps,
with a lighter, more modern spin. Here's what we
learned.

essi's tips
!i When frying, use
cornmeal for fish anc
corn flour for shrimp
(find corn flour at
Whole Foods).
2 You can use an egg
wash on shrimp and
scallops before frying,
but fresh fish should
be moist enough not tc
need anything.
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fish camp menu classics
1. French fries
2. Hush puppies

3 Get the oil hot an
don't overcook the fish
Cook 5 to 7 minutes
for fish fillets, and
shorter for shrimp. The
no-fail temperature is
325 degrees.

3. Cole SlaW (preferably finely chopped and
seasoned with vinegar and a wee bit of sugar)

4. Baked beans
5. A soft fresh roll or cornbread
6. Smoked mullet dip
7. Fried catfish
8. Collard greens
9. Steamed shrimp

4 Change the oil every
time; used oil makes
fish greasy. Jessi

10. Cheese gritS (if you're reallylucky)

prefers soybean oil.
If5 If you're
frying a w
fish, pompano is best.

Jessi and Tom's
Top Three Florida Seafood Picks
• Harbor shrimp from Charlotte Harbor, caught before

they migrate to the Gulf. You can find these starting in late
October or early November through March on the Gulf Coast.
• Scamp grouper, which they say is smaller than other
groupers but "flakier, closer to crabmeat."
• Black grouper, a common Gulf Coast and Atlantic
grouper that is especially tasty.
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Baked grouper

Baked Grouper
1 1- to 2-pound grouper fillet
2 tablespoons olive oil
1/3 cup mayonnaise
2 tablespoons soy sauce
2 cloves garlic, minced
1/8 teaspoon freshly ground
black pepper
1. Preheat oven to 375 degrees.
Lightly coat fish and baking pan with
olive oil. Mix mayonnaise, soy sauce,
garlic and pepper to make paste.
Be careful not to use too much soy
sauce, or paste will be runny.
2. Brush paste on fish and bake 15
to 20 minutes, until fish is opaque
and flakes easily. Turn oven to 450
degrees and bake 2 minutes to
brown topping (watch closely; don't
let this burn). Serve immediately.

Fried Hush Puppies

cream scoop (about 1 ounce or 2

Jessi fries at 325 degrees, which is
cooler than many recipes direct, but
she says it keeps everything from

tablespoons) and drop one-by-one
into hot oil. Fry until golden and
crispy, about 2 to 3 minutes.

burning while still letting it cook.
11/2 cups white cornmeal
1/2 cup self-rising flour
1/4 teaspoon salt
1/4 teaspoon baking soda
legg
1 1/2 cups buttermilk
1/2 cup onion, minced
Oil for frying
1. Whisk together cornmeal, flour,
salt and baking soda. Gently beat
egg into buttermilk. Add wet
mixture to dry ingredients all at
once, stirring until just combined.
Gently stir in onion.
2. Scoop batter with small ice

[ Tartar Sauce Tale ]
Patricia Bunning Stevens, author
of Rare Bits: Unusual Origins
of Popular Recipes, writes that
tartar sauce originally got
its name because it was an
accompaniment to beef tartare,
named after the warring Tartars
(aka Mongols), who over-ran
Eastern Europe back in the days
of Genghis Kahn.

[ Jessi's musthave in the
kitchen]

The Bass Pro
Shops "better
breader pan"
breads or batters
fish with just a
shake of the pan.
The removable
sifter reduces
clumping and
ensures an even
coating. Best
of all, what you
don't use isn't
wasted.

floridatable.com
Find more seafood tips
from Jessi online.
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