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Unbound Travels
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St. Marys, Ga., is often referred to as 
the gateway to Cumberland Island but 
after a weekend of walking and golf 
carting through the historic district, 
its homespun personality became so 
much more special than I could have 
imagined. In 1996 when Money Maga-
zine selected this tiny hamlet as the 
No. 1 Small Boom Town in America — 
and after John F. Kennedy Jr. secretly 
married at Cumberland Island’s First 
African Baptist Church, HGTV came 
to St. Marys and chose it for their 2004 
HGTV Dream House. 

Picket fences, popularly used since 
America’s earliest colonial era, are 
abundantly dotted around St. Marys. 

Symbolically they 
depict the ideal 
“family home-
stead” that stems 
from the fact 
that houses in 
quiet middle-class 
neighborhoods 
often had gardens 
enclosed by fenc-
es. Driving into 
town to enjoy a 
weekend escape, I 
was welcomed by 

picket fences everywhere — surround-
ing bed and breakfast inns, historic 
private homes – even a small city hall 

St. Marys: A picket fence kind of town
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complex that reminded me I might be 
in Mayberry.

If you’re fascinated with coastal 
Georgia history, you’ll love learning 
about “Buttermilk Bluff,” its original 
name — established in 1787 when a 
group of 19 men bought four blocks 
of land each at a cost of $38. Once a 
plantation, the deed was signed on 
Cumberland Island with one require-
ment: each landowner had to build 
a wooden structure on his property. 
Then and still today, all of the streets 
in St. Marys’ historic district are named 
for those men. By 1790 when the first 
census was taken in Camden County, 
there were 305 residents.

It became a bustling seaport due 
to the St. Marys River being a natural 
deep water harbor. Once home to 
pirates, smugglers, Indian canoes and a 
thriving shipping industry, the river to-
day is dotted with shrimp boats, plea-
sure craft and the Cumberland Queen 
ferry that takes eco-adventurers to the 
Cumberland Island National Seashore. 

I confess I could have been tempted 
to follow 40 people boarding the ferry 
each morning toting coolers, wearing 
backpacks and preparing for overnight 
camping or a daytripping hike on 
this magical island but I was looking 
forward to staying in two beautiful 
bed-and-breakfasts with homemade 
delicacies and lovely breakfast, porch 
rockers and inviting parlors!

St. Marys is a romantic little vil-
lage with lots to do, although at first 
glance it looks so small that you might 
wonder how you should explore and 
uncover hidden secrets. It’s easy! Your 
first stop needs to be at the Visitor 
Center. I was delighted to find that 
there wasn’t a crowd clamoring for 
information about what to do and 
where to go. Whoever greets you, they 
will personally open the doors to this 
picturesque town with information, a 
wonderful 20-minute video and even a 
self-guided tour booklet. (www.visitst-
marys.com)

The first night I checked into Spen-
cer House Inn, a beautiful bed and 
breakfast, established c. 1872. Sur-
rounded by a meticulously painted 
picket fence and only four blocks from 
the waterfront, it has been recognized 
as one of the finest Select Registry 
historic inns in America. An exquisitely 
preserved example of Victorian-era 
architecture, its namesake is Capt. Wil-
liam Spencer, the collector of customs 
for the port of St. Marys from 1871-
1873.

For the past 18 years, Mike and Mary 
Neff have become expert at welcoming 
guests to their 14 room manse. A con-
venient elevator carries visitors to the 
second and third floor while luxurious-
ly carpeted grand staircases are perfect 
for practicing your healthy pedestrian 
vacation.  Walking into the front parlor, 

the front desk bespeaks warm hospital-
ity and professional service. 

Guest rooms are individually deco-
rated and complete with private bath, 
some with clawfoot soaking tubs. Each 
of the three floors has convenient ac-
cess to relaxing porches with excellent 
views of the waterfront and Osborne 
Street (the main thoroughfare). I per-
sonally appreciated the opportunity to 
wander into the breakfast room mid-
afternoon and pour a refreshing glass 
of peach iced tea. 

After a long night’s rest, I eagerly 
looked forward to the Spencer House 
breakfast buffet. One could over-in-
dulge on crunchy inn-made berry good 
granola, mini blueberry muffins, warm 
maple cranberry oatmeal, banana nut 
chip bread, sausage and egg scramble. 
OK – I did. But each specialty was 
worthy of a taste! (www.spencerhouse-
inn.com)

One can’t possibly ignore the gran-
diose white pillared Orange Hall for 
Saturday morning’s first adventure. 
Within a few steps of Spencer House, I 
was lured to the museum by its nearly 
one-fourth block square property with 
picket fence. Built in the 1820s by 
skilled shipwright carpenters, its Greek 
Revival perfection is not to be over-
looked. Built for Horace Southworth 
Pratt, a graduate of Yale University and 
the Princeton Theological Seminary, 
he arrived in St. Marys to organize the 

Spencer House Inn

Photos by Leigh Cort/Special to The Recorder
Cumberland Queen Ferry
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First Presbyterian Church. Life’s drama 
intervened and his residence, at the 
time a statement in modern architec-
ture, began its remarkable survival…
from the Civil War through 200 years 
of change. Deemed to be “St. Marys’ 
White House,” passionate docents like 
Susie Cooper graciously take visitors 
on a fascinating tour for the modest 
donation of $5. (www.orangehall.org )

Who doesn’t enjoy checking out an 
open-air farmers market for fresh local 
produce, seafood, baked goods, arts & 
crafts? Each Saturday morning on the 
river you can shop from 9 a.m.–1 p.m. 
at the Waterfront Pavilion. Everything 
you’ll � nd is grown, made or harvested 
locally by the vendors. Stroll down the 
avenue or bring your car. You’ll always 
� nd a parking spot. 

Olde Towne Gallery lured me in to 
do a little shopping. Comprised of 20 
artisans who paint, sculpt and even 
make “doily pottery,” representative 
artists are available to talk about theirs 
and other artists’ creations each day. 
So I wandered through the rooms and 
hunted for something unique. I found 
it with Janice Kirkland’s Gnomes & 
Gardens. Intrigued by images of fairy 
folk and other woodland creatures, she 
sculpts her Wee People of red terra 
cotta clay from Lizella, Ga. She began 
experimenting with combining hand-
built clay objects and the myriad of 
shells and interesting pieces of wood 
found on or around the Cumberland 
Island beaches. Each gnome is hand-
crafted, not molded. And because the 
colors are weather resistant, many 
pieces are suitable for outdoor use. 
Equally fascinating are toad houses, 
butter� y baths, fairy castles and 
gnomes of every size and theme. 

Lunch in St. Marys is one of best 
times of the day to � nd restaurants 
bustling with happy visitors. 

Sharing space inside Olde Towne 
Gallery is the Cedar Oak Cafe, where 
the locals gather for breakfast and 
lunch. Straight ahead American fare 
is affordable, fresh and served with a 
smile. And while waiting for your or-
der, you can stay busy browsing in the 
gallery. Read the newspaper and say hi 
to your neighbors.

Pauly’s Cafe shines for lunch and 
dinner in a petite indoor setting with 
six tables or relax outside in the court-
yard. There’s an Italian-theme of car-
bonaras, parmigianas and � orentines 
that Pauly himself features; croissants, 
entrees, salads, subs and generous pas-
tas are deliciously varied and reason-
ably priced.   

Shark Bite Bar and Grill offers an 
expansive upstairs porch view of the 
St. Marys River daily for lunch and 

dinner.  With a full bar and live music 
on Friday night, the burgers, entrees 
and sandwiches are simply presented 
and all homemade. Consider “create-
it-yourself” Mac & Cheese and yummy 
mussels. Uber affordable and super 
casual, river breezes will blow your 
cares away.

Balanced by centuries of history, the 
newest excitement in St. Marys began 
this year when the St. Marys Express 
began taking visitors for train rides 
with a theme. The huge demand for 
train excursions have been selling out 
whenever the schedule has been set 
and announced. In February, the Wild 
West Express will feature train robbers, 
a shootout and the Frontier Village and 
an authentic Indian Village. March will 
offer an ‘Out of This World’ express 
complete with futuristic scenery, char-

acters and entertainment. 
Hop aboard this captivating and fun 

adventure. Sit in an open air railway 
car or choose to be enchanted in the 
locomotive. St. Marys train service 
began in 1908 when they were pulled 
by woodburning locomotives. Today 
you will travel at a whopping 10 mph 
through woodlands, marshlands and 
across the picturesque Borrell Creek. 
(www.StMarysRailroad.com) 

If you’re a � lm a� cionado, the “little 
town loved by the big screen” is a 
wonderful reason to step outside the 
picket fence and pay a visit to the St. 
Marys Film Museum. Creative duo 
Barbara Ryan and Doug Vaught crafted 
the name “Cinemagical” at the time 
they launched the Coastal Georgia Film 
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Alliance. Everywhere you turn, this 
� lm-friendly town is rich in resources, 
especially for independent � lms. Ac-
cording to Vaught (CGFA Chairman), 
“We’ve achieved an important location 
milestone with directors and produc-
ers. They’re now returning to our area 
with second projects and at the end of 
2013 we already had two � lmmakers 
commit to new movies because of their 
positive experience with their original 
production here.”

Watch for March release in the U.S. 
with “Eye of the Hurricane” where 
hundreds of locals will be seen on 
Starz TV network along with the lead 
actors as they are � lmed at the St. 
Marys waterfront, Osborne Street, the 
Riverview Hotel and many other very 
identi� able locations. 

At the Film Museum, the collection 
includes memorabilia from some of 
America’s favorite movies including: 
Tobey Maguire’s cap worn in “Sea 
Biscuit,” a skull used in “Pirates of the 
Caribbean: The Curse of the Black 
Pearl” and playing cards used in “Ca-
sino Royale.” The museum is located at 
the Theater by the Trax and admission 
is free! (www.coastalgeorgia� lm.org)

What a wonderful surprise awaited 
me as I learned that my next overnight 
check-in at The Goodbread House 
(c. 1870) was the setting for a recent 
movie entitled “Hopscotch.” As actors 
� ew in from around the country, bed 
and breakfast owner Mardja Gray was 
rather hush-hush about the shroud of 
secrecy around the � lming days until 
its time is ready to announce. Her 
beautiful inn served well the role of a 
Victorian mansion and once inside the 
picket fence, I checked into the “Rhett 
and Scarlett” room that surrounded me 
with luxe burgundy linens and cur-
tains…oh so reminiscent of my favorite 
epic � lm of 1939! 

Only two blocks to the waterfront 
and whispering a fascinating pedigree, 
the Goodbread House was originally 
a private home — then purchased by 
Capt. Goodbread who ferried the ship 
Hildegarde to and from Cumberland 
Island. From rooming house and apart-
ment house in the 1940s, Mardja now 
hosts guests in six romantic accom-
modations with oversized private baths 
that pay tribute to Bogie & Bacall, 
Gable & Lombard, Lucy & Ricky and of 
course my favorites from “Gone With 
the Wind.”

The feeling of staying in her “home” 
pleases many overnight guests and 
especially the longer stay visitors who 
can drive Mardja’s golf cart around 
town to shopping, dining, movies, mar-
keting. It’s pet-friendly with a second 
� oor kitchenette and lots of porches. 

The Inn’s dining room is a romantic 
and interactive beginning to each day 
as Mardja emerges from her kitchen 
with delectable dishes prepared with 
love. A beautiful combination of a Steel 
Magnolia and highly honored Sweet 
Potato Queen, she pampers her guests 
and makes everyone feel as if they 
can’t wait to return again. (www.good-

breadhouse.com)
Everyone in St. Marys made it easy 

to imagine myself a hiker on the 
Cumberland Island National Seashore 
where I could trace paths through 
the exquisite primary and secondary 
dunes, walk in the footsteps of the 
island’s past by visiting the ruins of 
Dungeness built by Thomas and Lucy 
Carnegie in 1885…and visit the original 
resting place of “Lighthorse” Harry Lee. 

The Cumberland Queen transports 
visitors daily to what the Travel Chan-
nel named “America’s Most Beauti-
ful Wilderness Beach.” Aptly named 
the largest of Georgia coast’s barrier 
islands, St. Marys is the gateway to its 
spectacular allure for shelling, biking, 
wild horses and camping.

A personal recommendation is to opt 
for the “Land & Legacies” van tour. The 
park service staff guides guests for an 
unforgettable day of experiencing the 
expansive island’s sites from 9 a.m. for 
approximately six hours. Innkeepers 
are happy to discuss packing a lunch 
or you can arrange this through a lo-
cal restaurant. Although seasonal rates 
� uctuate for ferry and tours, they range 
from $15-17 for the round trip ferry 

and similar fees for the special tour 
made by advance reservation. (www.
nps.gov/cuis)

Prominently positioned at the water-
front and holding court since 1916, the 
stately Riverview Hotel has a fascinat-
ing birthright. The Brandon family itself 
is a storybook saga that proudly tells 
the tales of guests like Admiral Ches-
ter Nimitz, Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, 
Roy Crane, the cartoonist that drew 
“Wash Tubbs & Easy” in the 1930s and 
Willard Scott the weather man. Today’s 
popularity for cocktailing and dining 
at Captain Seagle’s Seafood Restaurant 
and Saloon is where I visited each 
night to meet friends and strangers 
— who quickly became new friends. 
Current owner Jerry Brandson’s father 
— Ben “Seagle” Brandon operated the 
� shing boat “Captain Seagle” for years. 
How could one not adopt Seagles for a 
nightcap!

Cindy Deen, the well-known queen 
of mean bartender, can wrestle words 
with the best of ‘em – but she has a 
heart of gold and is known by ev-
eryone who walks in the door either 
through legend or personal friend-
ship. Dine in the restaurant with their 
extensive menu or settle into a mound 
of delicious seafood without leaving 
Cindy’s dark woodsy saloon. If you’re 
thinking of a glitzy contemporary 
hotel lobby and ambience, you’ll be 
fascinated with the original furnishings 
and authenticity throughout. (www.
riverviewhotelstmarys.com)

As I reluctantly departed St. Marys 
by latching the Inn’s weathered picket 
fence behind me, the quiet Sunday 
morning reminded me of centuries 
of Southern Indians, Spanish, English 
and Colonials who enjoyed this site as 
their home. Various stewards gave their 
love and dedication to this tiny town 
through the centuries. Lucky for us that 
we can capture the spirit of yesteryear 
in just a brief moment through its rich-
ness of soul, preservation and people. 
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