



Lazy Lobster


102770 Overseas Highway, MM-102, Bayside

Key Largo, FL 33037

305-451-0565

lazylobsterinthekeys.com



Chef Lupe Ledesma came directly to the Keys from his native Mexico in 1986 at the age of sixteen, sponsored by an uncle who got him a job as a busboy at the Italian Fisherman. “The language barrier was too much for me; I couldn’t speak English,” exclaims Lupe. “I would hide in the bathroom and cry.” Requesting a position washing dishes in the safe haven of the kitchen, he learned English and worked his way up the line.

Cooking at Perry’s, The Quay, and Squid Row in the Upper Keys, Ledesma developed a following of loyal customers who loved his food and followed him wherever his apron took him. “I was fortunate enough to work with some great chefs and absorb a little bit here and there and then come up with my own things,” he says. In 2002, Ledesma and his wife Michelle acquired Lazy Days in Islamorada, which they sold in 2017.

Ledesma’s newest culinary establishment, Lazy Lobster, showcases his magic in the kitchen. Along with his son-in-law Chef Luis Ornelas, Ledesma crowns his fresh fish and lobster offerings with special preparations he calls “toppings.” “We have a master book with about 500 topping recipes,” he says. Ledesma’s philosophy: “Keep it simple! I just want to do what the customer wants.” And part of what his customers want is the mini loaf of fresh banana bread that starts every meal.
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LAZY LOBSTER TAIL

(SERVES 1)


	1/4 cup dry white wine (Chablis)

	1 tablespoon key lime juice

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	Freshly ground white pepper

	1 stick butter (1/4 pound)

	3 teaspoons cornstarch

	2 eggs, beaten

	1 cup flour

	2 cups panko (Japanese-style) breadcrumbs

	1 7-ounce Florida lobster tail

	1 cup diced tomatoes

	1 cup sliced scallions

	½ cup grated Parmesan cheese

	2 tablespoons chopped parsley



To make the Key Lime Butter Sauce: Place 1 cup water, wine, and key lime juice in a large saucepan over high heat and reduce by half, about 5 minutes. Add the garlic powder and fresh ground pepper to taste. Cut butter into teaspoon-size pieces. Reduce the heat to low. Add one piece of butter to the pan and whisk until it is incorporated. Add another pat and repeat this process until all butter is used.

Mix 3 teaspoons water and cornstarch together in a small bowl and add to the sauce. Increase heat to medium and stir until the sauce thickens and a few bubbles appear. Set aside and cook lobster tail.

To make the lobster tail: Remove lobster tail from the shell. Mix the eggs and 2 tablespoons water together in a small bowl to make egg wash. Place the flour on a plate. Place the panko breadcrumbs on a second plate. Dip the lobster into flour, coating both sides. Then dip the lobster into the egg wash. And, finally, coat the lobster with breadcrumbs, making sure both sides are evenly coated. Heat 4 tablespoons of Key Lime Butter Sauce over medium-high heat in a skillet large enough to hold the lobster. Add the lobster and sauté for 3 minutes on each side. It should be golden brown.

Place the lobster on a dinner plate. Top the lobster with tomatoes, scallions, and grated parmesan cheese, and spoon sauce over the lobster. Sprinkle Lazy Lobster Tail with fresh parsley.










The Fish House


102401 Overseas Highway, MM-102.4, Oceanside

Key Largo, FL 33037

(305) 451-4665

fishhouse.com



Burned out from their mainland jobs, Doug Prew and CJ Berwick landed in Key Largo in 1987 and bought a tiny fish joint called the Fish House. “It was nothing,” says Prew. “It had five employees and served about twenty meals a day, but we needed something operational because we knew absolutely nothing about running a restaurant.”

Within a month, the couple found out just how steep their learning curve was going to be. The chef got mad and walked out, leaving Prew and Berwick scrambling. Prew called his brother, an amateur cook, and said, “I’m in trouble … I need a chef and you know how to cook.” Brother came on board, their fish cutter donned an apron, and the drunken lunch cook carried on … drunk! In fact, says Berwick, “One day, drunk as usual, he accidentally put sherry in the Pan Sauté, and the customers loved it. So that is how the dish, our second most popular, is made to this day!”

Executive chef Sam Quezada came to the United States from his native Mexico when he was fourteen years old, living with an uncle in Homestead. He attended cooking classes at the tender age of nine and learned a lot about cooking at his grandmother’s knee, but got his culinary training the old-fashioned way … from the bottom up. From his first jobs as dishwasher, prep cook, and then line cook at the Italian Fisherman restaurant, he honed his craft, joining the Fish House family as a line cook in 1989. “Everything is special here,” says Sam, now head chef. “We work like a family. We enjoy coming to work. We have fun.”

Evident to all, Prew and Berwick mastered their learning curve and the restaurant business because the Fish House reigns as one of the most enduringly popular seafood roadhouse eateries in the Florida Keys. “Fresh, fresh, fresh fish and seafood” is the mantra here. Daily, local fishermen bring their fresh catch directly to the back door, where the fish are filleted in-house.

Berwick and Prew collect funky fishy decorations and twinkling lights, which adorn the walls and ceiling. “The Keys are a funky, kicked back, fun, crazy, upside-down place,” says Prew. “It’s different from that world up there, so we tried to keep that same feel.” They did just that … and so much more!



SHRIMP BUNDLES WITH BASIL & PROSCIUTTO

(SERVES 2 AS AN APPETIZER)


	2 tablespoons vegetable oil

	1 teaspoon lemon juice

	1 tablespoon honey

	1 tablespoon fresh minced garlic

	10 large shrimp, peeled and deveined

	5 basil leaves, each snipped in half

	10 slices prosciutto

	Vegetable cooking spray



Preheat oven to 450°F. Mix oil, lemon juice, honey, and garlic in a medium-size bowl. Add shrimp and toss with marinade. Marinate shrimp for 5 minutes. Remove shrimp with a slotted spoon and place on a medium plate. Reserve marinade.

Place 1 shrimp and ½ basil leaf atop 1 prosciutto slice. Fold in sides and roll to wrap into a bundle. Secure with a toothpick. Repeat process with remaining shrimp, basil leaves, and prosciutto slices.

Place shrimp bundles in a lightly oiled baking dish. Pour reserved marinade over bundles. Bake for 5 minutes. Remove toothpicks and place 5 bundles on each of 2 plates.
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FISH FLAGLER

(SERVES 4)


	1 (12-ounce) can roasted red peppers, drained and julienned

	1 (24-ounce) can artichoke hearts, drained and quartered

	1 pound fresh asparagus, trimmed and sliced thin on the diagonal

	12 scallions, sliced on the diagonal

	½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

	1/4 cup white wine

	3 ounces fresh lime juice

	1 tablespoon fresh chopped garlic

	Salt and freshly ground black pepper

	4 (8-ounce) fish fillets, cut thick



Eight hours ahead: Place peppers, artichoke hearts, asparagus, scallions, olive oil, white wine, lime juice, and garlic in a large, covered container. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Refrigerate for 8 hours.

Preheat gas grill to hot and oven to 350°F. Season fish fillets with salt and pepper to taste. Grill fillets to medium-rare, about 3–6 minutes, depending upon the thickness of the fillets. Remove fillets from grill and place on a greased baking sheet. Using a slotted spoon, top each fillet with one-quarter of the mixed vegetables. Pour about ½ cup of the vegetable marinade atop vegetable-topped fillets. Bake for 10 minutes. Serve immediately with rice or potatoes.
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Key Largo Conch House


100211 Overseas Highway, MM-100.2, Oceanside

Key Largo, FL 33037

(305) 453-4844

keylargoconchhouse.com



For twenty-five years, diving aficionados Ted and Laura Dreaver vacationed in the Florida Keys. “When you get here, you never want to leave,” states Ted. “We asked ourselves, ‘What could we do here that we could just stay?’” Ted decided a restaurant might be a good choice.

“I’ve heard a lot of dreams in the many years we’ve been together, so I never thought he’d do it,” says Laura. “In 2004, when he said he’d found a restaurant to buy—Frank Keys Cafe in Key Largo—I thought, ‘Oh no!’” The Dreavers had no experience in the restaurant business, but says Ted, “I had been a project manager dealing with major corporations. I thought, ‘How hard can this be? We’ll figure it out.’”

Calling the restaurant Key Largo Coffee House, they decided to start small, with coffees and smoothies, breakfasts, and light lunch items. The Dreavers experimented at home, developing menu items like Laura’s Tuna Apple Wrap, which became so popular that it’s still on the menu. “It was actually very difficult,” Ted says. “We didn’t make any money for the first two years.” Adds Laura, “We were like, ‘Oh my God, what were we thinking?’ Then suddenly everything took off.”

The Dreavers expanded to offer dinner in addition to breakfast and lunch, and since the restaurant is housed in a charming Conch-style house nestled in a tropical hammock, they changed the name to Key Largo Conch House. Seafood is Conch House’s specialty, coming fresh off the boats, a stone’s throw away, from Key Largo Fisheries. Their signature dish? Lobster Benedict. “We put a whole lobster tail right on top of the benedict,” says Laura.

What started as the snowbirds’ dream has morphed into a Keys reality for the Midwestern couple, who have been featured on the Food Network and the Travel Channel. The Dreavers give full credit to their talented staff, both front and back of the house. “We are a family,” they say.
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LOBSTER BISQUE

(SERVES 8)


	3 spiny (Florida) lobster tails

	½ cup tomato paste

	¾ cup chopped onions

	¾ cup chopped celery

	¾ cup chopped carrots

	2 tablespoons olive oil

	1½ teaspoons salt

	1 tablespoon freshly ground black pepper

	2 tablespoons flour

	2 tablespoons water

	3 cups heavy cream



Fill a large pot three-quarters full with water. Place over high heat and bring to a boil. When water boils, add lobster tails. Reduce heat to medium-high and simmer, uncovered, for 20 minutes, until lobsters have turned red.

Remove lobster tails and reserve 5 cups of stock. (Discard rest of stock; wash and dry pot.) Remove all meat from tails. Discard shells.

Finely chop lobster meat. (You should have at least ¾ cup lobster meat.) Place lobster meat in pot. Add reserved lobster stock and tomato paste and simmer on medium heat for 30 minutes, stirring occasionally.

Meanwhile, place onions, celery, and carrots in a food processor and process until finely minced. Place oil in a large sauté pan over medium heat. Add vegetable mixture and sauté for 5 minutes, stirring frequently. Season with salt and pepper. Mix flour and 2 tablespoons water in a small bowl. Add to simmering vegetable mixture. Cook for 10 minutes, stirring occasionally. Add vegetable mixture to lobster pot.

Slowly whisk in cream. Reduce heat to low and simmer for 20 minutes, until thickened. Serve immediately.










Snook’s Bayside


99470 Overseas Highway, MM-99.4, Bayside

Key Largo, FL 33037

(305) 453-5004

snooks.com



Literally “up from the ashes” after being totally destroyed by a devastating fire in 2010, the reincarnation of Snook’s Bayside is a little like sophisticated South Beach meets West Indian island casual. The open-air restaurant, which sits aside the sweeping waters of Florida Bay under a grand tiki, is the place to go for an Upper Keys sunset celebration.

“Every day we have a Sunset Horn Celebration,” says owner Roni Hammer. “We have a rope attached to an old boat horn. We randomly select someone in the restaurant, give them our signature rum drink served in a hollowed-out coconut, and have them pull the rope to blow the horn, ushering in the sunset,” she describes. “Then the live music begins.” As darkness closes in, flickering tiki torches dramatically transform the entire place into a romantic island oasis.
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Hammer wholeheartedly endorses her executive chef, Haitian-born Gasline Marcelin, who joined her kitchen in 1997 and worked up the line over the years, honing his craft. “He’s a wonderful human being,” she says of Gasline. “He brings that to everything he does in this restaurant … his respect for the staff, for the kitchen, for me, for our guests.”

Marcelin describes his cuisine as parts American, Spanish, Italian, and his native Creole. “I always cook with love and passion,” he says. Marcelin lives his own philosophy. Love is his favorite ingredient, he unabashedly states. “I’m always in a good mood,” he says. “Always, no matter what. The only way to make things perfect is to put everybody in a good mood!”


PISTACHIO-ENCRUSTED YELLOWTAIL SNAPPER WITH SWEET CHILI SAUCE

(SERVES 1)


	For the snapper:

	1/4 cup ground pistachio nuts

	1 (7-ounce) yellowtail snapper fillet

	2 tablespoons unsalted butter




	For the sweet chili sauce:

	3 tablespoons unsalted butter, divided

	1 teaspoon minced shallots

	3 ounces heavy cream

	Salt and freshly ground black pepper

	1 teaspoon (bottled) Asian sweet chili sauce

	1/4 cup cubed (no larger than ½ inch) fresh mango



To prepare the yellowtail snapper: Place ground pistachios on a large plate. Dredge both sides of snapper fillet in nuts. Melt 2 tablespoons butter in a large sauté pan over medium heat. Place snapper fillet in sauté pan and cook for 5 minutes. Turn fillet and cook for 2–5 minutes more, until fish is golden brown and flakes when tested with a fork.

To make the sweet chili sauce: Meanwhile, place a medium sauté pan over medium heat for 2–3 minutes. Add 2 tablespoons butter and shallots and sauté until shallots are softened. Add cream and reduce until it thickens somewhat. Stir in 1 tablespoon butter and season with salt and pepper to taste. Simmer for 5 minutes. Stir in Asian sweet chili sauce.

To plate and serve: Place yellowtail snapper fillet in the center of a dinner plate. Top with mango cubes. Pour sweet chili sauce over the mango-topped snapper and serve immediately.
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HAZELNUT CHICKEN

(SERVES 1)


	For the chicken:

	1/4 cup crushed hazelnut flour

	1 (7-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breast

	2 tablespoons butter




	For the hazelnut sauce:

	1 tablespoon butter

	1 teaspoon chopped shallots

	1 teaspoon snipped fresh thyme

	2 ounces hazelnut liqueur

	2 ounces fresh orange juice

	4 ounces heavy cream

	Salt and freshly ground black pepper

	1/4 cup canned mandarin oranges

	Sprig of parsley



To prepare the chicken: Place flour on a large plate. Dredge both sides of chicken in flour. Melt the 2 tablespoons butter in a large sauté pan over medium-high heat. Place chicken breast in sauté pan and cook for 5 minutes. Turn chicken breast and cook for 5 minutes more, until just cooked through.

To make the hazelnut sauce: Meanwhile, place a medium saucepan over medium heat for 2–3 minutes. Add butter, shallots, thyme, liqueur, orange juice, cream, and salt and pepper to taste. Simmer for 5 minutes. Stir in mandarin oranges.

To plate and serve: Place chicken breast in the center of a dinner plate. Top chicken with hazelnut sauce and garnish with a sprig of parsley. Serve immediately.


[image: chpt_fig_008.jpg]




[image: chpt_fig_009.jpg]






ROBERT IS HERE FRUIT STAND


19200 SW 344th Street

Homestead, FL 33034

(305) 246-1592

robertishere.com



“My dad was dead broke,” recalls Robert Moehling, describing how his renowned Homestead fruit and vegetable stand was born one November day in 1959. “He had harvested 400 bushels of cucumbers,” he says of his farmer father, “and the produce broker wouldn’t take them. So on Saturday, my dad put a piece of plywood on top of a couple of field crates on the corner of our property, dumped a pile of cucumbers on it, and told me to sell them.”

“I was six years old,” says Moehling, “and I sat there all day. Nobody stopped.” The next day Moehling was back on the corner again, but this time his father put big signs—made from hurricane shutters—on either side of the table, that said in big red letters, “Robert Is Here.” “I sold out by noon and walked home,” he says.

The signs, the stand, and Robert sat on that corner the following weekend, and every weekend after that. He added zucchinis, yellow squash, and other things the family grew. “Other farmers saw this fat, little kid sittin’ there, and they brought tomatoes and corn and asked me to sell them,” he recalls. “For the first few weekends, nothing cost me a penny.”

Moehling’s mother decided they should sell vegetables every day, so she put a coffee can on the vegetable table and people paid for their produce on the honor system. “The school bus driver would drop me off at the corner,” Moehling says, “and I’d collect the money from the can and take care of customers until it got dark and it was time to go home for dinner.” The business grew and the plywood stand was replaced by a small building, right next to the road. Today’s Robert Is Here sits on that very spot. And its roof, painted in giant letters, proclaims “Robert Is Here.”
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Moehling bought his first ten acres of farmland when he was fourteen years old. Now he has sixty. “I grow most of the weird stuff,” he says, “papayas, avocados, mangoes, mamey sapotes, lichees, guanabanas (sour sops), and monstera deliciosa.” He remembers, “I used to aggravate John Tower, who had a hundred acres of grove next to our farm. As a little kid, I used to ride with his workers, and he taught me how to graft avocado and mango trees. He had all the weird mameys and sugar apples and I’d talk him into selling them to me, and I would sell them here,” he says. “It was stuff no one ever saw before,” he goes on, “and it made us special. It still makes us special.”


Robert Is Here evolved over the years to become a tourist destination as well as being perhaps the coolest fruit stand in existence. “I’ve been a farm boy all my life,” says Moehling. “Farm boys have their animals,” he says, explaining the emus, goats, donkeys, and geese out back. Live music is played on weekends and holidays, adding to the festive atmosphere.

The walls are lined with unusual sauces, preserves, and jellies, many from recipes his mother made long ago. And the shakes … oh, the shakes! “We started making fruit shakes over thirty years ago,” Moehling says, “because my mom couldn’t use up all the extra fruit making jam. We don’t use sugar in our shakes, just fruit and ice cream.”

Moehling personally thinks guanabana is the most magnificent flavor of any fruit grown. “It’s almost like a religious experience,” he says. “It makes you feel so good after you eat it.” But he says canistel (eggfruit) probably makes the very best shake. Canistel is in the sapote family. You use the whole fruit and just have to remove a couple of seeds and the stem. “When it is ripe, it takes the texture of room-temperature butter,” Moehling says. “It’s like the inside of a cream-filled doughnut.”

“When you enter my place, the aura is way different than any other fruit and vegetable market,” states Moehling. “This is something that can’t happen again,” he says, “because you can’t have a six-year-old sitting on the side of the road anymore, anywhere. We don’t want it to end.”


CANISTEL STRAWBERRY SHAKE



	1 cup canistel, seeds and stem removed

	1½ cups sliced strawberries

	12 ounces vanilla ice cream
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Far from the culture shock she expected upon moving to the Keys in 1993, Victoria Shearer discovered that island life opened the window on a tropical wonderland of sun, sea, and the sweeping bounty of Mother Nature. An avid traveler and no stranger to the wonders of the world, Vicki concluded that the Florida Keys reign in a class by themselves. So, like the Bahamians and Cubans who adopted the islands centuries before her, she stayed.


A University of Wisconsin graduate, Vicki wore several professional hats—elementary school teacher, advertising agency account executive, cooking magazine copy editor—before combining her passion for food and travel with her love of writing. She has written for many national magazines and newspapers and is author of ten editions of Insiders’ Guide to the Florida Keys & Key West (Globe Pequot), as well as Walking Places in New England (2001), It Happened in the Florida Keys (Globe Pequot, 2008, 2020), The Florida Keys Cookbook (Globe Pequot, 2006, 2013), Quick, Cheap Comfort Food (2009), Leftover Makeovers (2010), Make-Ahead Meals (2011), and Slow Cooker Classics from Around the World (2011).


Vicki divides her time between Palm Coast, Florida, and Wake Forest, North Carolina, where she lives with her husband, Bob. No day is complete without puttering in the kitchen, but she also loves to play mah-jongg, needlepoint, and cheer on her beloved Carolina Hurricanes hockey team. And while the title of “author” and “cook” are quite nice, Vicki’s most cherished monikers are “Mom” (Brian and Lisa, Kristen and John) and “Gram” (Christopher, Bethany, Bobby, Ashleigh, Leia, Nicholas, and Sammy).


About the Photographer

Michael Marrero is an award-winning photographer specializing in commercial, lifestyle, and food photography. He currently lives in Key West with his wife and two dogs and can usually be found relaxing on his front porch enjoying a cold beer with friends.
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