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Unexpected ALABAMA

With a pristine state park and trailblazing,
eco-luxe accommodations, Gulf Shores, Alabama,
surprises as an environmentalist’s wonderland

GULF SHORES AND ORANGE BEACH TOURISM

By Paul Rubio
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hough Alabama lays claim to just a sliver of Gulf shoreline—32 miles to be exact—its coast makes a big impression thanks to one of the South’s greatest natural assets: Gulf State
Park. Measuring a small-but-mighty 6,150 acres (roughly the size
of St. Barts), Gulf State Park stands out among other U.S. parklands for its nine well-preserved ecosystems, from pine savannas
to coastal swales to maritime forests. Three hundred and twentyfive migratory bird species travel here annually, joining the armadillos, bobcats, alligators, bald eagles, and endangered beach
mice that reside year-round.
For decades scientists had lauded Gulf Shores’ natural riches—
famed biologist and two-time Pulitzer Prize winner Edward O.
Wilson even dubbed this region part of “America’s Amazon.”
However, it wasn’t until recently that Gulf Shores began to appear on the luxury traveler’s radar. In 2019 Eagle Cottages at Gulf
State Park (eaglecottagesatgsp.com) was welcomed as a National
Geographic Unique Lodge of the World, one of only 63 on Earth.
In 2018 The Lodge at Gulf State Park (lodgeatgulfstatepark.com)
reopened as a global model of sustainable design, 14 years after
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development, pioneering in both design and practice. While the
Gulf of Mexico healed from the largest marine oil spill in history, the
350-room, beachfront hotel took shape, replacing a bunker-style
lodge from the 1970s and reducing its footprint by a third. Drafted
with energy and water-efficiency in mind, the property capitalized
on natural ventilation and lighting while showcasing the latest in
pro-environment systems. For example, the swimming pool is fed
by condensation from the HVAC system; in summer, an average of
8,400 gallons of water per day are channeled from guest rooms to
the pool. Surrounding natural habitat was restored through replanting native species, reclaiming coastal dunes (and rebuilding them
by placing discarded Christmas trees underneath the sand), and re-
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Clockwise from above
center: Alfresco dining at The Gulf; Royal
Red shrimp at DeSoto’s
Seafood Kitchen; Pink
Pineapple cocktail at
Playa; oysters at the
Original Oyster House.
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Finally, don’t leave Alabama without tasting
the talents of three-time James Beard–nominated
chef Bill Briand. Local seafood and meats are
prepared with Caribbean and Latin American
flair at Playa (playaoba.com), the highlights of
which are the coconut shrimp (flambéed with rum,
chili flakes, cilantro, grilled lime, and topped with
spicy mayo), the Playa burger (stacked with grilled
pineapple, fried onions, cheddar cheese, Playa
barbecue and Alabama white barbecue sauce on
a brioche bun), and the vodka-forward, frozen Pink
Pineapple cocktail (served in a glass pineapple, of
course). Nearby is Briand’s fine-dining restaurant,
Fisher’s at Orange Beach Marina (fishersobm.com/
upstairs) where dishes skew more elaborate and
the design tells a familiar narrative of reuse and
recycle—the floors, for example, are made from
reclaimed heart pine from Louisiana’s circa-1892
Godchaux Sugar Mill mule barn. Similar to the
unexpected, environmentally progressive lodging in Gulf Shores, the food scene surprises and
delights, all the while linking to coastal Alabama’s
sustainability program.

THE ORIGINAL OYSTER HOUSE

the original lodge was destroyed in Hurricane Ivan and more than
eight years after the Deepwater Horizon oil spill devastated the Gulf
coastline. Together, these two properties have propelled Alabama
into the spotlight as a compelling eco-luxe destination.
Located along Lake Shelby, roughly a mile inland from the coast,
the 11 Eagle Cottages at Gulf State Park are historic landmarks dating to the late 1930s. Built in the collective fashion of a traditional
Alabama “fish camp” by the Civilian Conservation Corps as part of
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, the cottages have since
been reimagined to fit today’s construction standards and retrofitted
with modern amenities. The beauty in staying in one of these threebedroom, three-bathroom cottages lies in immediate access to nature
and the 28 miles of backcountry trails that weave throughout the park
and its ecosystems (complimentary bicycles wait at your doorstep).
Even better are the bundled-in tours with master naturalists who provide in-depth lessons on the area’s vegetation and wildlife for audiences of all levels, from inquisitive children to scientific peers.
Born from $140 million allotted to Gulf State Park by the Deepwater Horizon recovery fund, The Lodge at Gulf State Park, a Hilton
hotel, was conceptualized as an archetype of eco-conscious coastal

Southern states pride themselves on great
food, and coastal Alabama is no exception.
Prepare to feast on some of the country’s freshest
seafood, often at restaurants that are part of the
pro-environment movement.
Begin at DeSoto’s Seafood Kitchen (desotossea
foodkitchen.com), a no-frills locals’ haunt, famous
for its Old Bay–seasoned, peel-and-eat Royal
Red shrimp and pecan-crusted catch of the day
topped with béarnaise sauce. Start every meal
with a basket of piping hot yeast rolls (wheat,
brown, or white) accompanied by whipped honey
butter. Be sure to request a side of the decadent
sweet potato casserole, which doubles as dessert.
For endless summer vibes, lunch or imbibe at
The Gulf (thegulf.com), a sprawling, fast-casual
beach club where patrons order from a pick-up
window and then chillax on picnic benches, eclectic dining tables, and beach cushions overlooking
the Gulf of Mexico. The kitchen, bar, and gift shop
are housed in an amalgam of colorful, recycled
shipping containers from which the most delicious
and eye-catching cocktails on the coast are served.
(Get the rainbow-colored, rum-forward Surfs Up for
pics, the Seasonal Berry Mojito for taste.)
Savor the best in Gulf bivalves at the Original
Oyster House (originaloysterhouse.com), a 37-yearold restaurant where the meaty delicacies are
served on the half-shell, Parmesan-baked with garlic
butter, or in the preferred style of the original owners: baked with garlic cocktail sauce, small-batch
bacon, and grated Parmesan. The Original Oyster
House piloted Alabama’s first oyster shell recycling
program to conserve habitat and improve water
quality, and other restaurants have followed suit,
resulting in 14 million shells collected and integrated
into 36 acres of a man-made/natural reef hybrid.
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Scenes from Gulf
State Park: The
lobby, beachfront
swimming pool, and
Foodcraft restaurant at The Lodge
at Gulf State Park
(above, far right,
and bottom left); a
bald eagle perched
on a pine tree (top
right); the historic
Eagle Cottages,
fashioned after
a traditional
Alabama fish camp
(right).
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FOOD, GLORIOUS FOOD

creating a wetland on-site to collect stormwater. Once open, the property made good on its light-on-Earth promise by addressing even the
smallest details, such as sorting trash into livestock feed, compost,
and recycling; offering straws made from wheat shaft; and utilizing
seafood sourced via local fishermen and ocean-friendly initiatives.
When you stay at either The Lodge or Eagle Cottages, Gulf State
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The Lodge at
Gulf State Park
offers 350
guest rooms
(including 20
suites) as well
as numerous
nooks in which
to sit back
and enjoy the
natural scenery.

STAY CONNECTED!
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Park awaits at your doorstep for education- or adrenaline-packed
days of birdwatching, biking, fishing, and hiking. Miles of raised
boardwalks hover over the land and even zigzag up and down
to connect park grounds over highways, dunes, and towering
sand live oaks—oftentimes, exploration here excites like a game
of Chutes and Ladders. In between bald eagle spotting and ecosystem identification, pay a visit to the park’s Interpretive Center,
which produces its own electricity and is close to completing the
Living Building Challenge, the world’s most rigorous environmental building certification.
Also, take time to appreciate the principal reason most come to
Alabama’s coast: the vast expanses of sugar-white sands, idyllic
for ambles, sunbathing, and low-key fun. Unlike the majority of
the Gulf coastline, which is stacked with monoliths from Florida
all the way to Texas, the miles-long beachfront of Gulf State Park
houses zero buildings beyond The Lodge and remains an unspoiled stretch of natural splendor. Indeed, this small, protected
confluence of undeveloped coastline and “America’s Amazon”
is a unique national treasure, one that is now welcoming the
eco-minded traveler at not one but two headlining properties.
(gulfshores.com) «
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Palm Beach Illustrated
intrigues, entertains, keeps readers
informed on trends in dining,
fashion, beauty, the arts and
entertainment, fun and celebrities.
Meet locals who are making their
mark and discover all that is
happening in the area.
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