Preface: Region overview
Seaside, Fla.

New Orleans

Fairhope, Ala.

A wealth of choices

K

en Ford, founder and CEO of the In- May 2011 column about his interview with a
stitute for Human and Machine Cog- scientist Ford had hired. The scientist said that
nition in Pensacola, Fla., knows that
in terms of restaurants, diversity and livable urone way to attract top scientists to his high-tech ban landscape, he saw Pensacola as “a small
operation is to have them see
version of Boston.”
Pensacola
Beach,
Fla
first-hand the amenities of
But affordable.
downtown Pensacola. It’s one of
It’s a tale told many times.
the oldest cities in the United
Some years ago, the CEO of a
States, and IHMC is in the city
high-tech advanced materials
center on the edge of the historic
company from California moved
district. Everything is in walking
his firm to Hancock County,
distance – the bay, the parks, the
Miss., along the coast. Some inirestaurants, shops and homes.
tially resisted, but had a change
His strategy seems to have worked. Pensacola
of heart when they experienced the laid-back,
News Journal columnist Carl Wernicke wrote a
easy lifestyle of South Mississippi and realized
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Mobile, Ala., photo courtesy Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce

just how much home they could get for their
that are picture perfect, beach communities
money. And it didn’t hurt that just a short drive ranging from the mild to sedate – you name it.
away was urban, partyin’ New Orleans.
Unique communities have grown up along the
Gulf Coast, and there’s something for everyone.
Economic development professionals know
If you’re tired of one, it’s just a short drive to
you can provide all the information you want
another. Commuting is a lot easier than in more
about the benefits of a particular area for a busi- congested areas, even across state lines. And
ness, from incentives to sites to taxes. But if it’s Gulf Coast residents will tell you their slice of
not a great place to live, a place where people
the world offers just about everything - unless
would want to live, you’re wasting time.
you like to climb mountains.
Harvard Business Review, citing U.S. Census Bureau research, reported last year that almost two Seaside
-thirds of college-educated 25- to 34-year-olds
“The Truman Show,” starring actor Jim Carsaid they looked for a job after picking a city
rey as the only guy in the world who doesn’t
where they wanted to live. And for a business
know he’s a TV star, focused a spotlight on this
wanting to attract top talent, that’s key.
picture-perfect town in Walton County, Fla.
First-time visitors to the Gulf Coast are often
Seaside, on the Gulf of Mexico, was develsurprised with the lifestyle choices available be- oped by Robert Davis, who used a concept adtween New Orleans and Northwest Florida.
vanced by urban designer Leon Krier, who
The cost of living is generally lower than the
wanted to bring back the traditional town
nation as a whole and the weather mild yearwithin a quarter-mile radius and allowed a day’s
round, though summers can get very hot.
activities to be within walking distance.
The Gulf Coast has long been called the RedDavis hired architects and traveled with them
neck Riviera, and a healthy dose of the culture all over the South, working to put together their
that gave life to that less than flattering descrip- concept of the ideal village. They drew up what
tion remains.
they envisioned as their dream stores and workDespite images that many outsiders have, the shops. They collaborated to conceive a town
Gulf Coast has developed many personalities. It hall and theaters and inns. Davis envisioned “a
has cities, and all of them have traditional sub- wonderful esplanade” along the waterfront and
urbs, there are rural areas where your nearest
“streetscapes” featuring the coherent planning
neighbor might be a cow, planned communities of streets and squares, churches and libraries.
Photos page 12: Courtesy Seaside, Eastern Shore Chamber of Commerce, New Orleans Convention Bureau
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“We've become a nation of chauffeurs
to our children. It’s time to rethink our
priorities. We need to design cities not
around the auto, but around the foot,”
he has told anyone who would listen.
And they did.
The Seaside experiment turned out to
be a success. Not only was “The Truman
Show” filmed there, but the community
has received architectural awards and has
been featured in numerous publications,
including The New York Times and Time
magazine.
The village of colorful homes that are
both unique and at the same time similar
has led to the development of other Seaside-like communities in south Walton
County.
Village of Tradition photo
And Florida is not the only place
The “walkable” Village of Tradition in Harrison County, Miss.
where these new urban communities
have taken root. In South Mississippi
there’s the Village of Tradition in north Harri- ties in the United States considered a colony and
son County. North of the Interstate 10 corridor, is overseen by a corporation that owns about
it’s far removed from the coastline and has be- 4,300 acres and leases to about 1,300 homeowncome a town unto itself with several neighbor- ers, farmers and business owners.
hoods, a downtown and a college campus.
It didn’t take long for Fairhope to grow into a
resort community, as early visitors came by boat
from Mobile to vacation in small bay cottages
Fairhope
The Gulf Coast also has what may be consid- and boutique hotels built along the bluff. Fairered the granddaddy of planned communities. hope’s pleasant climate, peaceful surroundings,
In Alabama’s Baldwin County is the postcard- and inspiring scenery have proven popular.
The fishing in Fairhope is done, like many
perfect Southern town of Fairhope. It’s on the
Eastern Shore of Mobile Bay, and is known for other things, with a flare. Each summer, thousands of fish are forced to the surface of Mobile
its sweeping views of the waterfront, mossdraped Live oaks and vibrant downtown shop- Bay by a lack of oxygen in the deeper waters
where they make their homes. The strange natuping district. It harks back to a more simple
ral event makes for easy pickings, and city resitime, because that’s when it began.
The town was founded more than 100 years dents use the time to stock their larders and
celebrate the phenomenon with a jubilee.
ago as a free tax colony, a utopian ideal proThe city of Fairhope has become something
moted by Henry George, an economist who
wasn’t fond of the idea of land speculation. He of a mecca for the creative set, like artists and
thought that was evil, and the cause of poverty authors. Notables like Jimmy Buffett, Rick
Bragg and Fannie Flagg claim ties to the town.
and inequality.
His theory was that land should be kept as a Nearby Point Clear is home to the Grand Hotel,
public trust. Fairhope is one of two communi- a world class resort that includes Lakewood
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Golf Course on the Robert Trent
Jones Golf Trail.
South Mississippi

Farther to the west in south Mississippi is the gambling capital of the
Gulf Coast. Historically a playground
for Mississippi, the old town of Biloxi
was transformed in dramatic fashion
when voters decided to allow casinos.
The shoreline of Biloxi soon was dotted with the bright lights of casinos all of them atop anchored barges. The
money it brought to Biloxi, and to a
lesser extent the larger city of Gulfport
to the west, helped rejuvenate the
Mobile Area Chamber of Commerce photo
two towns, though there remained
Conde-Charlotte Museum House, built in 1850, in Mobile, Ala.
plenty of room for mom-and-pop
shops and motels. Condominium developers saw this as the next development hot- were here in 1516, and in 1559 it became the
first European settlement in what would become
spot in the region.
the United States. But a hurricane wiped it out,
But in 2005 Hurricane Katrina wiped out a
huge swath of what had been on the waterfront. and later St. Augustine was settled, laying claim
The storm surge swept away multimillion-dollar to being the first.
Pensacola today is an urban center and tourcasinos, modest and stately homes, apartments,
tourist shops, and flattened the oaks and magno- ism hotbed, thanks in large measure to nearby
lias that were so characteristic. Devastation was Pensacola Beach, which sits on the 40-mile long
Santa Rosa Island. The old, inexpensive block
across the entire stretch of Mississippi coast.
houses that once were common at Pensacola
While residents were still hurting, new urban
Beach have been replaced by more expensive
planners gathered in Biloxi to come up with
ideas for rebuilding. And while some ideas were homes, but it remains family friendly. It’s boradopted, by and large the local community went dered by the Gulf Islands National Seashore, a
pristine and relatively undisturbed expanse of
ahead and rebuilt on their own terms.
The casinos are now on land, and buildings are crystal white beach.
Pensacola itself is known as a Navy town, in
meeting higher standards. The “quaint” towns
like Ocean Springs and Bay St. Louis are looking part because it’s been so for so many years and
much like they did before, filled with shops and continues to welcome the military. Called the
eateries and streetscapes that serve as an invita- “Cradle of Naval Aviation,” it’s home of the
tion to stroll. Biloxi is the hot area for entertain- Navy’s Blue Angels flight demonstration team
and National Naval Aviation Museum.
ment, while Gulfport continues its role as the
It has an historic district worth exploring, but
financial and transportation center.
it’s also remaking itself. Downtown is getting a
facelift with a $40 million revitalization of the
Pensacola
waterfront. Among the projects is the construcYou won’t find Florida’s Pensacola in most
American history books, but Spanish explorers tion of Maritime Park, a site that will feature a
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came in soon after the Red Bay Grocery opened
and asked no one in particular, “Who owns this
place?” about a dozen hands shot up.
The store actually has 54 owners, which means
just over half of the community’s 100 or so residents have a stake. The Red Bay Grocery is far
more than a grocery. It’s also a restaurant, where
breakfast, lunch and Friday night dinners are
served, and a gathering place.
“It’s just a place to come, sit on the porch, get
a cup of coffee and wait for somebody to come
by to talk,” grocery co-owner Wayne Miller told
an inquisitive newspaper reporter.
“Some people come over three and four times
a day,” added Charles Morgan, another coowner.
Red Bay was originally settled by the Scottish,
locals say, and they mingled with an established
American Indian population. There are said to
be graves in an old cemetery in town that date
back to the 1700s.
Red Bay is a farming community, whose residents do a lot of hunting and fishing along the
nearby Choctawhatchee River. The big event is
an annual Thanksgiving Day festival.
The community is so close-knit that residents
New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau photo
share
its churches. There are three of them in
Streets in New Orleans have a European feel.
Red Bay, a Presbyterian, Methodist and Baptist,
slick new stadium, home to the AA baseball Blue all within a stone’s throw on one another. And
Wahoos, a maritime museum, an outdoor amsince there aren’t enough people to fill each
phitheater, public space along Pensacola Bay and church every week, two are locked on Sunday so
mixed-use development to include offices, res- that everyone can gather in one place.
taurants, shops and businesses. Pensacola also
Now that’s a small community.
has community theater, opera, ballet, symphony
and art galleries.
New Orleans
The largest and most famous urban center on
Red Bay
the Gulf Coast is New Orleans, the “Big Easy,”
In Florida, the Walton County community of with a city population of just under 344,000. The
Red Bay is a tiny little town between DeFuniak city is the central location of a metropolitan area
Springs and Freeport, neither of which is a par- that includes some 1.2 million people.
ticularly big town. Red Bay’s claim to fame is
New Orleans sits astride the Mississippi River
that the one and only grocery in town is owned and is world famous as a place to party. Much of
by, well, nearly everybody.
the most wild activity is in the French Quarter,
Local residents are proud of their communal notably along Bourbon Street, where the smell
ownership. Rumor has it that when a stranger
of alcohol mingles in complete comfort with the
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smell of Cajun-inspired foods. In one area you’ll
hear jazz, walk a little further and it might be
country. Topless bars, trinket shops, art shops
and eateries seem to fit together effortlessly in a
city with a notably European flavor.
But that’s not all New Orleans is about.
A 2009 poll conducted by Travel and Leisure
magazine ranked New Orleans as America’s first
favorite city in 10 categories, including best for
stylish boutique hotels, live music/concerts and
bands, cocktail hours, antique and vintage shops,
as a spring break destination, cafes/coffee bars,
neighborhood restaurants and people watching.
New Orleans is also an educational center,
home to Tulane University, the medical center
of Louisiana State University and more. But it’s
also a town for professional sports teams. The
National Football League’s New Orleans Saints
play at the Louisiana Superdome, and the city
also has the Hornets pro basketball team.

Like New Orleans, Mobile has an annual
Mardi Gras celebration, but by all measures it’s a
far more sedate, family-oriented festival than the
one in Louisiana.
Mobile has a large convention center, not far
from the city’s Exploreum, which is designed to
make learning science fun for young people.
Plans are under way to build a new facility called
GulfQuest, which will emphasize the Gulf of
Mexico and the importance of shipping to the
city along the Mobile River.
Mobile is a major transportation corridor for
the Gulf Coast region. It relies heavily on its
port, one of the busiest on the Gulf Coast, its
rail lines and airport.
But it is also a cultural hub. The city is home
to the Mobile Museum of Art, the Saenger Theatre arts center, the Mobile Civic Center, the Arthur C. Outlaw Convention Center, the Mobile
Symphony and the Mobile Opera. The city hosts
minor league baseball and hockey teams.
Mobile offers both public and private school
Mobile
The port city of Mobile has a city population education and is home to the Alabama School of
of just over 195,000 and is the third largest city Mathematics and Science, a facility dedicated to
in Alabama. The greater Mobile area is home to advancing the education of the state’s best in
brightest students in those areas of achievement.
just under 600,000 residents.
The University of South Alabama, the UniverMobile has managed to keep its downtown
sity of Mobile, Spring Hill College and Faulkner
alive, despite the growth of suburbs and bedroom communities in outlying areas. Downtown University are all located in Mobile, as is Bishop
State Community College, the University of Moincludes a historic district, museums and, in
bile and Fortis College.
more recent years, an entertainment district.
The Gulf Coast is a land with honky tonks and
operas, Mardi Gras and pro sports games, a
place where salt water fishing and offshore drilling are a way of life. It welcomes spring breakers, weekend gamblers and snowbirds, as well as
the nation’s military in a mix that’s as diverse as
it is interesting. It’s a place where the rich and
famous find haven and the locals shrug and wink
and say “it’s just another day in paradise.”
Gulf Coast Reporters’ League
May 2011
Eastern Shore Chamber of Commerce
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