By SCOTT NORVELL

@ VER since my series of hinges
with the bouks of Truman Ca-
pole as a leen-ager, my imnages
» of Alabama have beentainted by
= the Gothic glasses of a man who
lived there nearly five decades ago. The
pictures he painted — a region of dry, lone-
some farmland, endless pine forests and
brackish swamps — were not ol the sort of
place that invited idle visitors leoking for an
even mildly entertaining weekend.

When | finally got arcund recently 1o exit-

ing the Interstate that crosses coasial Ala-
bama, however, 1 was pleasantly surprised.
inslead of washboard roads and clapboard
buildings, ! found Fairfiope, an immaculate
village full of tidy cales and smiling shop-
keepers, and imiles of shady roads nearby
lined by 19th-century cottages with wide
porches where smiting women sat in white
wicker rocking chairs and stared out at the
sea, :
During a three-day trip to the area last
December, 1 also ventured acruss Mobile
Bay lo find formal gardens alive and bloom-
ing while much of the northern United States
was beset by sub-zero temperatures. in Mo-
bile itself, I came across the sort of architec-
wiral diversity that is all too rare in Sunbelt
cities these days.

But it was on the Eastern Shore, where 1
made my base for the weekend at a wood-
frame hotel with a long history, the Grand
dlote], that reality and fiction deviated the
'most. In Fairhope, population 8,000, the smell
of French roast drifted from the open doors
wf Andre's Wine and Cheese shop downtown
'and gaily painted Victorian cottages bor-
‘dered by cameltia bushes and vines of rsulti-
:culored wisteria lined the residential streets.
At a waterfront park, the town authorities
:h;u] posted duck-crossing signs, and the own-
ier of the Caribbean Spice Company had set
fout samples of jalapehe mango mustard (o
flempt browsers into buying.

‘ More than 130 artists and nearly two dozen
ipublished authors call Fairhope home, a
;status Lthat conventional wisdom Lraces io the
Hown's history. Fairhope’s settlers, lowans
idedicated to the single-tax theories of a Phil-
Jadelphia journalist named Henry George,
iscouted locations throughout the South be-
ifore incorporating the town in 1894. By pitch-
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ing their homestead as the Riviera of Amer-

jea — touting the health benefits of the pine
trees and pure Guli breezes — Fairhope's
founders had hoped 1o lure health-conscious
nortierners to their Eden-by-the-bay.

The land in this ulopian new colony was 1o
he nwned by a corporation instead of individ-

uals, and its inhabitants established the Fair-
hope Single Tax Corporation for such a pur-
pose. The corporation, which celebrates its
centennial this year, still owns about 9,000
acres in and around Fairhope, leasing it to
hemeowners and charging rent instead of
levying taxes, The practice — tenanis can
build homes and’ make improvements to the
land, but not sell it — was intended to check
land speculation.

George’s theories never did catch on else- .

where in as big a way as Fairhope’s founders
had hoped, so the town prospered in relative

anonymiiy uniil upsiate professionals and

- wealthy retirees rediscovered the area.

Fairhope's downtown is thriving. Gone are
the farm-supply and dry-goods stores. In
their place is an array ol specialty shaps,
antique stores and restaurants serving fresh
flounder and seft-shell crab from the bay.
The bookstores are filled with signed copies
of books by seme of the nearly two dozen
authors — Fannie Flagg, Judith Richards

and Terry Cline, among them — who have.

homes in the area. Gallery windows display

the works of focal artists.
Set on a sloping biuff overlooking the bay,

_ Fairhope is the sort of place Norman Rock-

well would have painted had he lived in the
South. The brick downlown covers ng more
than five or six square blocks, blending ef-
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asovE Bellingrath Gardens, 65
acres of year-round greenery.
ABOVE LEFT Nineteenth-century
Oakleigh House is open for tours,
RIGHT A jeweler in Fairhope,
where specialty shops abound.

fortlessly into neat residential streets where
bed-and-breakiasts have proliferated and
moss-drenched live oaks outnumber tele-
phane poles, Down by the water, a restaurant
sits on a lengthy pier where residenis oncc
waited for the ferry to Mobile. A couple ol
parks shaded by towering pines are frequent-
ed by bicyclers, joggers and walkers.

cut off by the confluence of the Alabama
and Tombighee Rivers, Mobile was once ac-
cessible from the Eastern Shove only by
steamboal, Nowadays, Alabama's second
largest cily and only seaport is a half hour by
car from Fairhope and ended up being the
first stop on a day trip 1 took around the bay.
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Founded in the early 1700's as the
seat of France’'s colonies in the Amer-
icas, Mobile’s early history of repeat-
ed oceupation — by English, French,
Spanish and American colonisis —
has left an architectural legacy that
could keep sidewalk gawkers busy for
several days.

. Government Street and the resi-
dential neighborhoods arocund it pro-

“vide d taste Ol the two centuries-of

architectural relics to be found. One
of the more interesting homes open o
the public is Oakleigh House, an early
19th-century number run by the His-
toric Mobile Preservation Sociely
just south of Government Street.
Simplte by Southern antebellum
standards, the impeccably main-
tained two-story ‘Oakleigh House is
furnished with period pieces gathered
from Mobile’s main-line families. The
half-hour tour of the house, Jed by a
matronly guide in a floor-length
dress, included detailed descriptions
of both the social scene (the lady of
the house was apparently acquainted
with the Queen of England) and the
accouterments of the mid-19th ceniu-
ry, when the house was first built — a

kiin-like oven in the basement, gas™

chandeliers and windows that
stretch to the floor allowing summer
breezes to sweep through.

About 30 miles south of Mobile, on
the banks of the isle-aux-Oies River
near Theodore, the Old South fantasy
continued at Beilingrath Gardens, a
g00-acre estate that Walter Bellin-
grath, the Coca-Cola bottling mag-
nate, carved from a semitropicat for-
est in 1918, Originally intended as a
fishing camp, Bellingrath and his
wife, Bessie, converted the foresttoa
g5-acre garden following a tour of the
great gardens of Europe and North
America. ’

The warm winds of Mobile Bay

give Bellingrath Gardens the rare

. distinetion among its peers in the

continental United States of being
green throughout the year. Even in
winter, its bright green lawns were
dotted with patches of purple kale,
red and white poinsettias and pansies
of all hues. Along the winding side-
walks, spindly bushes dripped yellow
flowers called goiden showers and the

Jast roses of the season perfumed the

entire south end of the garden.

The gardens surround an unimpos-
ing brick house constructed in 1830
that now houses Ms. Bellingrath's &k
lection of antique furniture, crysiEfl

" and porcelain by the seulptor Edward

Marshall Boehm, billed as the largés

publicly displayed colleclion of %1::
artist’s work. Instead of taking the 36-
minute house tour, however, I wan-
dered among the stepping stones and
gently bubbling waterfalls of the Ja

-anese--Garden .and._the. frangipam .
" trees and orchids that smelled of U

ragon and honey in the conservatori

ETURNING to my rao
the Grand Hotel, ¥}
sensed a gull beiween
thé two shores much
broader than the narrow

bay. On the west, 1 saw clapboard
ghacks with chicken coops out back},
on the east, weekend cottages, theif
wide porches screened and crammed
with white wicker furniture. On th
west there were paper mills an{l
petroleum processing; on the east,
pecan farms and purseries. = N4
The Grand Hotel, which has long
peen the domain of debutantes atd
other wealthy denizens of the nearby
coltages, fils squarely inio the aris:{Z
cratic mold of its “surroundings.
Fire destroyed the original -Gragd
Hotel in the late 1860's and the plage
was rebuilt the follawing decade, on
to be destroyed again in 1906 and 1347
by hurricanes. The building now ocey-
pyirig that spot, a wagon-w%
shaped structure with two of its th :
wings Tacing the water, was builf jn
1941, when the old hotel became a full-

fledged resort with tennis courtsa

golf course, a marina and a swiih-
ming pool about half the size qﬁ,!a
football field. " ia
The Marriott Corporation, whiah
took over the hotel in 1981, has triedlo
maintain an air about the placg>-
serving tea in the aflernocos, requr-
ing jackets at dinner and keeping Tije
historic markers polished — Rt'xt
yacht-going northerners and Span-
ish-speaking golfers from the Carih-
bean were more in évidence dufin
my stay than any holdovers of the-Old
South. Watching the sunset throﬁgh
the bay windows of the hotel lounge, i
decided riot to quibble. ==
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The Grand

Exploring the Eastern Shore

Getting There :

To reach Fairhope and the Eastern
Share from Mobile, Ala., take Inter-
state 10 east to U.5.98 South. Just
south of Montrose, veer right on Al-
ternate U.S. 98 to reach downtown
Fairhope, Point Clear and the Grand
Hotel.

Where to Stay - !
The Grand Hotel, a Marriott resort, -
at Point Clear, telephone (800) 544
~ 9933, has all the amenities and serv-
ices of a major resort (36 holes of

golf, 10 tennis courts, huge swimming -

pool, health club, horseback riding).
Despite a charming staff and cosmet-
ic efforts to the contrary, however, it
has the feel of a chain hotel. Double
.rooms in the 50-year-okd main build-
ing, with sealed-up windows, range
from $105 to $125 from late October to
mid-March, $140 to $170 in the sum-
mer.

At
Anoth

of bed-and-breakfasts in the Fairhope
area, including the waterfront Bay

" Breeze Guest House, 742 South Mo-
bile Street, Fairhiope, (205) 928-8976,

- which has a 462-foot private pier jut-
ting out into the bay and only two
rooms in the mair house (no children,
pets or smoking). The Colony House,
108 North Church Street, Fairhope,
(205) 990-8211, is another antique-
laden inn, this one on a bluff overlook-
ing the bay. The rooms are decorated
almost to excess — English, French,
antebellum, American primitive and
even one militaria. One includes a
fully stocked 50's ice cream barand
entertainment center. Another rec-
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Hotel at Point Clear, Ala.
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Room dnd Inn, 114 Fairhope Avenued
Fairhope, (205) 990-8520. bl
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Where to Eat pr

Seafood is plentiful, fresh and god
throughout the Mobile Bay area. Thg
Grand Dining Room at the'Grand Ha-
tel is one of the better restaurant irf™}
the area. Entrees range from about}
$15to $21. - F:

For dinner in the Fairhope area 3}
outside the hotel, try the 0ld Bay %
Steamer on Fairhope Avenue, (203) :
928-5714, for stuffed flounder, ;
steamed shrimp and oysters. Dinneg
for two, with wine, will run about $4
Another possibility is the Washhousd
Restaurant, one mile south of the |
Grand Hotel on U.S. 98 Alternate, |
(205) 937-5821. The more ambitious |
{(but not always successful) entrees ¢
include soft-shell erab crammed with
crabmeat stuffing to scallops, shrim
specials and one steak entree. Dinne
for two, with wine and tip, will total :
about $70. I

For daytime fare, the Grand Hotel
has an abundant breakfast buifet !
($10.95 a person) served every morn-
ing from 7 A.M. to10:30 AM. Get

]
“there early or stick lothe freshly |
e
i

made waffles and fruit table..

A good lunch spot is Julwin’s Res-,
taurant on Fairhope Avenue at Sec- |
tion Street, (205) 990-9372, where thes
local literati sometimes drop in for |
cofiee and diner fare at the Formica,
counters. ' !

For lighter meals, or a late after- i
noon snack, you may wish to try one .
of the several tearcoms around town,
Among them are Marcella’s or the 1
Tea Room, 302 De La Mare Avenue, .
£90RY Q2R-1004. ) -




