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Story and photography by Craig Ligibel

Rip Tide carries the river explorers down 
river from Owl Creek.
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Thin-water cruising 
by catboat through 
Florida’s Apalachicola 
Bay reveals the hidden 
gems of the Gulf Coast
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T
he Sixth Annual Useppa Yacht Club Expedition lived 
up to its motto “to bravely go where no catboat has 
gone before.” It began with my Peter Legnos-designed  
Mystic 20 taking on water faster than her slightly ine-

briated and most certainly geriatric crew could bale and ended in 
near-disaster as the 15-year-old trailer transporting my beloved craft 
suffered two high-speed blowouts on Interstate 95. The near sinking 
was the result a slightly overloaded cockpit and a failed bilge pump. 
The blowouts were the result of improper off-season maintenance. 
But that’s another story altogether. 
 Along the way, however, the sailors from Useppa Island stayed 
true to their credo to spread fun and frivolity wherever shallow-draft 
vessels gather: this time in the pristine waters of the Apalachicola 
River and Apalachicola Bay. 
 Tiny Useppa Island, tucked off Intracoastal Waterway marker 
Green 62 on Florida’s Gulf Coast, is home to one of the country’s 
largest fleets of 15-foot Marshal Sandpipers. The fleet of 20 cats 
enjoys weekly racing on Pine Island Sound, and hosts a catboat ren-
dezvous biannually. As a change of pace from our hectic weekly rac-
ing schedule (two or three short-legged races followed by a sumptu-
ous beachside lunch), some of us have trailersailed these beamy and 
shallow-draft craft to various locales around Florida. In most cases, 
our voyages represent groundbreaking trips on waters that seldom 

if ever see the likes of sailboats. The addition my newly acquired 
1976 Mystic 20 Mystic Wind has given us a mothership for our oft-
ridiculed and now permanently dubbed Man-cation trips.
 This year, our adventure took us 300 miles from our Useppa 
base to Florida’s Panhandle, which beckoned our merry band of 
12 sailors with a siren call of unlimited succulent oysters and a 
nearly deserted body of water. The tourist brochures call this part 
of Florida the Forgotten Coast. And for good reason. Towns are 
far and few between. And during our entire time on the water, ours 
were the only sailboats on the water.
 We began our Apalachicola Bay adventure in the waterfront 
community of Carrabelle, a rough town of around 1,500 people 
at the confluence of the Carrabelle River and the Gulf of Mexico. 
Here we partook of the hospitality of friends Pandora and Ron 
Schlitt, who hosted us at their river house for an evening of no see 
um swatting, chilled rum and local lore. Carrabelle is a town in tran-
sition: scores of derelict boats dot the landscape while the gleam of 
newly polished brightwork glints off a fleet of newer boats docked 
at either of the town’s first-class marinas: the Moorings Marina and 
Motel and C-Quarters Marina.
 The town has survived a score of “boom and bust” cycles with 
pirates, smugglers, soldiers, and turpentine and lumber traders all 
contributing to the rich fabric of the area. Today, the town’s pristine 
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beaches beckon while its recreational options offer the vacationer 
the choice of golf, sport fishing, kayaking or sightseeing.
  Dining options, however, are scarce. But our needs were more 
than adequately met by the all-you-can-eat buffet at the Hog Wild 
BBQ  Emporium and a never-ending supply of cheap freshly 
shucked oysters at the riverside Fish Camp Restaurant and Bar.
 The next morning, we provisioned the boats with plenty of 
ice, mosquito repellent and a newly acquired snake bite kit, and 
headed into the Apalachicola National Forest. Here, at the end of  
Forest Road 101, was our initial destination of Hickory Landing 
Campgrounds on the banks of Owl Creek, a wide and deep tribu-
tary of the Apalachicola River where red-tinted tannic water lapped 
ever so gently at the trunks of the thousands of cypress trees that 
populated the water’s edge. We were alone in the 10-site camp-
ground, save for one poor camper who looked with disdain as our 
motley crew of three catboats and five vehicles pulled into a choice 
creekside site.
 The Apalachicola River begins its 500-mile journey south to the 
Gulf of Mexico 200 yards below the Appalachian Trail high in the 
Georgia hills. Here, the river is called the Chattahoochee. It flows 
through Atlanta, past Western Georgia cities such as Columbus 
and along the state boundary between Georgia and Alabama—past 
more than a dozen dams and locks. At the Florida-Georgia border, 
the Chattahoochee meets up with Georgia’s Flint River and  takes 
on the name Apalachicola. Sixteen billion gallons of water flow 
Walt Cobin and Paul Swigert head deep into the swamp of the Apalachicola 
National Forest, below. Swigert helms Mystic Wind out into the open water of 
Apalachicola Bay, left.
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down the Apalachicola into the bay every day, making it Florida’s 
largest waterway. Biologists say it is this flushing action that makes 
Apalachicola oysters so tasty.
  The Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint basin is one of the most 
biodiverse, productive and economically important aquatic regions 
of the United States. The basin’s varied habitats give it the high-
est species density of amphibians and reptiles on the continent, 
north of Mexico. It is home to 360 species of mollusks; 40 species 
of amphibian; and 80 reptile and 50 mammalian species. The Bay 
provides 90% of Florida’s oysters and 13% of the total U.S. oyster 
production. The local harvest of crab, fish, oysters and shrimp is 
valued at $200 million annually. No 
immediate effects from the recent 
BP Gulf Oil spill have been record-
ed along the bay.
  I had been part of a 100-mile 
kayak trip from Chattahoochee 
to Apalachicola late last year. My 
experiences on this trip convinced 
me that this unspoiled river would 
be the perfect setting for the next 
Useppa Yacht Club adventure. 
That trip was organized by the 
Apalachicola Maritime Museum. 
It is an annual affair that regularly 
draws upward of 20 paddlers. 
 This trip brought 12 sailors 
together from various parts of 
Florida and New Jersey, with three 
seaworthy catboats, four kayaks, and 
enough rum and other life-giving 
liquids to ward off a triple dose of 
scurvy. We all assembled at the Owl 
Creek put in, and set up camp. We 
were mindful of the experience of 
mid-19th century rancher Cebe 
Tate, who upon emerging crazed 
and nearly dead from a week-long 
sojourn in the dwarf cypress swamp 
and longleaf pine and wiregrass 
wilderness exclaimed, “My name 
is Tate and I’ve just been through 
Hell.” After uttering these words, 
legend has it that Tate keeled over 
dead from a water moccasin bite. A 
local wag described Tate’s Hell thusly:  “Where bull gators beller 
and panthers squal, this is the place to be shun’ by all!”
 We found our experience not nearly so demanding. We glided 
effortlessly into a gentle current with herons, hawks and bald eagles 
creating an unparalleled air show overhead. The cypress swamps 

were amazingly beautiful and devoid of both reptiles and mos-
quitoes. We would nudge our kayaks into a stand of 200-foot-tall 
trees; rest our paddles on the gunnels of the boats; and listen to the 
sounds of the swamp. The noon-day sun provided plenty of light 
through the dense canopy. It was as if we were transported back 
hundreds of years to a time when man and nature coexisted as one.
 Soon, we were back at camp. A bushel of fresh-picked oysters 
mysteriously appeared. And we settled in for a night of feasting and 
storytelling such is the norm whenever this group gets together. 
Along about 10 p.m., Tom Hartley and I wrestled a kayak down the 
bank and took a short paddle into the swamp. We nosed into the 

blackness, turned off our headlamps, 
and listened for any signs of life. As 
was the case with our daylight paddle, 
we saw no evidence of either reptile or 
insect. Maybe old Cebe Tate’s ghost 
was watching over us after all. 
     The next day dawned cool and 
misty. The weather forecast called 
for winds out of the south. Right in 
our face for the 24-mile sail down 
the river. We had arranged with a 
local outfitter, Journeys of St. George 
Island, to transport our vehicles and 
trailers to St. George Island. The crew 
arrived right on time, towing a 26-foot 
Seacat with a 90-horsepower motor 
that would serve as our backup and 
scouting vessel as well as our floating 
tiki bar and on-the-water dining car. 
We paid $400 for the livery services 
and $300 for the two-day boat rental. 
Money well spent to facilitate our 
comings and goings and provide a 
measure of safety in uncharted waters.
     As we motored away from the 
campsite, I could almost hear a sigh 
of relief from the sole camper whose 
solitude we had so ingloriously intrud-
ed upon. We were soon in the main 
channel of the Apalachicola River. 
The current was moving at around 2 
knots, so we made good time as we 
motor-sailed down its broad width. 
The river here straightens out con-

siderably from the twisting course it leads farther north. Every now 
and then we could see a fish camp hidden in the trees. Pontoon 
houses were tied fore and aft along the bank. There were even a few 
floating dog kennels. A pretty nice spot for a coon dog to rest his 
weary paws.

Riptide scoots across Apalachicola Bay, top, heading toward St. George 
Island. The group beaches on this barrier island to make camp for the 
night, facing page. Oyster and more oysters, Paul Swigert share some 
freshly shucked, facing page top.
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 At river mile 19.8, we passed by the remains of Fort Gadsden. 
The site contains the ruins of two forts, and has been known 
by several other names at various times. Listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places, the Fort Gadsden Historic Site is 
managed by the U.S. Forest Service. It was named a National 
Historic Landmark in 1972. The earthen works of the fort are 
still visible and provide a look backward into the times when the 
Apalachicola River was the only means of accessing the inland 
regions of Florida, Alabama and Georgia. 
 Soon the wind picked up and, after being joined by the canal 
that connects Lake Wimico with the Apalachicola River, the river 
widened. We all raised our sails and tacked back and forth across the 
river as we sailed past Apalachicola’s proud shrimp boat fleet and 
toward the docks of the Maritime Museum where we would secure 
our boats for the night. 
 The museum is the brainchild of George Floyd, a river man 
with both the know-how and passion to make his dream of a seam-
less educational and recreational venue along the 100-mile stretch 
of water between Chattahoochee and Apalachicola come true. 
For the past decade, George has led bands of kayakers down the 
Apalachicola River in the company of historians, musicians and 
naturalists, all with the goal of enhancing the visitor’s experience.
 The Apalachicola Museum was in the throes of a much-needed 
facelift at the time of our visit. Floyd and his crew run a variety of 
river- and bay-oriented excursions from their waterfront base. Our 
tiny catboats were dwarfed by the grandeur of Floyd’s 58-foot-long 
Herreshoff-designed wooden ketch Heritage that greeted us from 
beneath a well-turned out canvass cover. It is Floyd’s vision that pas-
sengers aboard Heritage can once again recapture the excitement of 
the power and beauty of sailing on Apalachicola Bay.
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 Our quarters for the night were certainly grander than our Owl 
Creek campground. The 30-room, completely restored century-old 
Gibson Inn welcomed us with open arms and an equally inviting 
air-conditioned bar. 
 We spent the afternoon catching up on our emails, touring the 
town, eating oysters, sampling a local beverage or two, and eating 
more oysters. The consensus was that Boss’ Oyster House provided 
the best venue for bivalve consumption. The dining area overlooked 
the harbor and a neighboring oyster processing operation. Its exten-
sive oyster menu included the requisite raw and steamed oysters 
as well as more than a dozen original baked concoctions including 
some slathered with asiago cheese; jalapeno peppers; sautéed garlic; 
and bacon. 
 Apalachicola oysters are unique in flavor that is meatier and more 
buttery. They look different too. Bigger and craggier, sort of rumpled 
and disheveled in contrast to the smaller, tighter and smoother shells 
of oysters from more northerly climes. Also, because the water is so 
much warmer, they grow faster—ready to eat in under two years. 
 In 1947 Bing Crosby put Apalachicola on the map with a song 
called “APALACHICOLA, F-L-A”. Paul Swigert, our resident 
computer guru and rocket-scientist-turned sailor, had recorded this 
song and put it on his digital music player. Much to our consterna-
tion, Paul would play the tune and belt out the words every time 
someone would mention Apalachicola. The song became our man-
tra, although by the end of our trip most of us were tired of Paul’s 
rendition of it. Dinner that night at the Owl Café was a boisterous 

affair. Our waitress handled our slightly-tipsy crew with aplomb. We 
spent more for dinner that night than we had to provision the entire 
seven-day trip. But the food—and fun—was worth it.
 Fog so thick we couldn’t see the shrimp boats in the harbor 
greeted us the next morning. I passed the time with an easy kayak 
down Scipio Creek, past new and old shrimp boats waiting for 
the morning tide, and in casual conversation with the denizens of 
the waterfront.
 I chatted with Buddy Ward who along with his brother Dakie 
runs Buddy Ward and Sons 13 Mile Seafood. Started by Buddy’s 
father, the business is over 50 years old. The brothers run six shrimp 
boats, buy shrimp from about a dozen more, and ship shrimp all 
over the country. 
 “It’s a tough life,” he emphasized while he boiled the four-dozen 
shrimp I had ordered for a noon-day snack. “Lots of guys stopped 
going out during the oil spill. They got paid more to look for oil 
then for shrimping or oystering. But we’re still here, as are most of 
us who work hard each day to scratch a living out of the sea.” 
 His sentiments were echoed by Fred Gwenn, a local oysterman 
who was spending this foggy morning working on his skiff. “I take 
two days off each week if I can afford to,” he told me, as he pointed 
to the 15-foot-long, 30-pound “tongs” with which he pulled his 
daily catch of succulent oysters from the water below. Hauling 1,000 
pounds a day off the bottom takes its toll. There are about 500 
commercial oysterman working the Apalachicola Bay beds. Their 
licenses allow them to harvest up to 20 60-pound bags (bushels) 
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 Our contingency plan for 
my boat included mooring at a 
friend of mine’s house some two 
miles distance. Soon, we were 
tied up to his 200-foot-long 
dock in three feet of water, feel-
ing pretty good about ourselves 

because we knew that, at least for us, the dockage came complete 
with a hot shower and a soft bed. While the others made camp 
with the Scouts, my shipmate Paul Swigert and I showered and 
took a dip in the pool; and helped by a former business partner, 
Scott McCormick, we got ready for the evening’s festivities that 
included plenty of cold beer and fried fish.
 As the sun set over the bay, we gathered to recap our day’s sail. 
We had been blessed with great weather throughout our trip. And 
the next day, a Sunday, was no exception. Light winds off the gulf 
powered our little boats to the appointed rendezvous. Soon, we were 
exploring the uninhabited little barrier island for a suitable luncheon 
spot. The two smaller catboats pulled right up to the beach. We 
anchored just off the beach in a little more than two feet of water. 
We spent an hour or two sipping beer, peeling shrimp and exploring 
the island.
 All too soon, we packed up and headed for the St. George Island 
Causeway boat ramp a scant five miles away. We picked our way 
through a slew of oyster bars, found the boat ramp without any 
trouble, and soon each of our craft were stowed comfortably on our 
trailers preparatory to the long ride home. The trip had been blessed 
with exceptional weather and flawless logistical support. 
 Our trip statistics were impressive: 975 trailer miles; 48 sailing 
miles; eight kayaking miles; 10 cases of beer; 24 dozen oysters lib-
erated from their shells and 1,000 laughs. Next year—Tampa Bay. 
Any takers?

per day. The going rate is between $15 to $20 a bushel. Recreational 
oystering (one bushel per person) can be done by anyone possessing 
a Florida saltwater fishing license.  
 By 11 a.m. the fog finally lifted and we began our voyage into 
Apalachicola Bay. Our destination was the Boy Scout Camp located 
at Nick’s Hole on St. George Island, a scant 6 nautical miles away.
 St. George Island is an 18-mile-long barrier island with a small 
but thriving commercial district, a lovingly reconstructed signature 

lighthouse, a gated community known as St. George Plantation with 
multimillion dollar homes, and a pristine beach. A state park that 
encompasses almost 2,000 acres sits at the island’s easternmost tip. 
St. George Island is connected to the mainland by a four-mile-long 
causeway. The island has a history as vividly colorful as its unspoiled 
native flora. It was first inhabited by the Creek Indians before the 
arrival of European colonists to the area in the late 1700s. In 1803, 
the Creek Indians ceded a large tract of land, which included St. 
George Island, to trader John Forbes and Company, known as the 
“Forbes Grant.” Bob Sike’s Cut separates St. George and Little St. 
George Islands, providing fishing fleets and other vessels access to 
the Gulf of Mexico from Apalachicola Bay. 
 We made our way out of the Apalachicola harbor, being care-
ful to stay within the wide and deep Intracoastal Waterway. At 
marker Red 77, we burst free from the waterway and enjoyed a 
two-hour sail with building winds as we tacked back and forth 
across the bay to reach our campground. We knew where we were 
going—sort of—and the sails of the Boy Scout group’s catamaran 
fleet provided a colorful waypoint. The Scouts were out in the bay 
putting their catamarans through their paces in preparation for an 
upcoming regatta. One of the scout leaders led the way into the 
tricky anchorage. As luck would have it, my boat, which draws 2 
feet, went hard aground as it made a crucial turn, while the other 
cats, drawing only about 18 inches, managed to scrape  
their way through. 

The intrepid bunch beaches on St. George Island, top. A dip in Owl Creek, facing page, was surprisingly brisk.

Florida
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