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I’ll be honest: I’ve never been to a South-
ern city I haven’t been charmed by. From 
New Orleans to Charleston; from Savannah 
to Charlotte, the cuisine and culture usu-
ally leave me eager to find another Southern 
playground to explore.

A recent getaway to Mobile, Alabama, 
proved no exception. This port city of some 
200,000 residents has plenty to offer anyone 
looking for great food, cultural activities, 
museums and outdoor adventures. While it 
reminded me of New Orleans, Mobile has its 
own distinctive vibe.

It’s even the original home of Mardi Gras, 
with the Carnival celebration started there 
by Frenchman Nicholas Langlois in 1703 
when Mobile was — get this! — the capi-
tal of Louisiana. A French Catholic celebra-
tion more than 300 years ago, Mardi Gras 
in Mobile has evolved into a mainstream, 
multi-week celebration that’s a big part of 
the city’s culture. In fact, you can learn all 
about it at the Mobile Carnival Museum, 
with its elaborate array of historical artifacts 
and information. Several of the decorative 
“royal” capes on display were made by local 
resident/seamstress Patricia Richardson 
(who also makes costumes for rival city New 
Orleans’ Mardi Gras).

Our home base for the first three nights 
of our trip was the historic Battle House 
Renaissance Mobile Hotel & Spa. The orig-
inal Battle House Hotel — built on the site 
of Andrew Jackson’s military headquarters 
during the War of 1812 — stood from the mid-
1800s until it burned down in 1905. The cur-
rent structure, opened three years later, was 
the city’s finest property for decades, host-
ing celebrities and politicos alike. But by the 
1970s, its fortunes were changing, and it sat 
abandoned for more than 30 years, reopen-
ing in 2007 after a multi-million-dollar ren-
ovation. The Battle House’s central loca-
tion made it an ideal jumping off point for 
our daily sightseeing, and we loved being 
greeted upon our return each late afternoon 
with a free signature cocktail in its breath-
taking lobby.

Eager to see and do as much as possible 
during our three-day visit to Mobile — easily 
reached from Philadelphia by a direct flight 
to nearby Pensacola, Florida — we focused 
mainly on cultural and culinary attractions.

One favorite activity — and something I’d 
recommend to any first-time visitor — was a 
2.5 hour walking tour of downtown Mobile 
with Bienville Bites, a husband-and-wife-
owned company that offered an array of 
tasty samplings at many popular eateries. 
Stops along the way included the 100-year-
old Three Georges Candy Shop, sandwich 
shop Panini Pete’s (which offers beignets to 
rival anything in New Orleans) and the Royal 
Scam, where we sampled a popular Southern 
snack: pimento cheese dip and crackers.

We savored other culinary treats during 
our stay, too. Dinner at Dauphin’s — one of 
the city’s most popular and elegant eateries 
— was impressive on several levels. Owned 
by former Miami Dolphin (and Univer-
sity of Alabama grad) Bob Baumhower, we 
were dazzled by the array of entree options, 
ranging from seafood to pasta, and espe-
cially enjoyed the amazing view of the city 

from 34 floors above. There’s even a reserva-
tion-only, in-kitchen chef’s table overlooking 
Mobile Bay. And no visit to Mobile is com-
plete without a meal at the famed Wintzell’s 
Oyster House original 1938 location. The 
food (and in particular, oysters) is fantastic 
and the vibe totally fun. We also had a ter-
rific brunch at the Ruby Slipper, a soul food-
themed New Orleans chain that recently 
opened in Mobile.

Our October visit coincided with the pop-
ular (and free) Ten Sixty Five Music Festival. 
This event (which takes it name from two 
major Mobile crossroads: Interstates 10 and 
65), was born in the fall of 2015 in a whirl-
wind effort to save the city from an embar-
rassing black eye when its long-running 
BayFest music festival was abruptly can-
celed. An alliance rapidly formed to come up 
with a substitute event with three weeks to 
go. Local sports legend (and 2007 Cy Young 
Award winner) Jake Peavy became heav-
ily involved, lending resources and support 
through his nonprofit organization. The 
result is a laid-back, lighthearted event held 
at two outdoor stages in the center of town. 
We even enjoyed some terrific barbecue at 
Moe’s Original Bar B Que before checking 
out the music.

As our trip was winding down, we decided 
to travel to the other side of Mobile Bay for 
a one-night stay at the famed Grand Hotel, 
which has been luring vacationers since the 
1840s. On our way there, we visited Bell-
ingrath Gardens and Home in the small 
town of Theodore, Alabama.

The creation of the late Walter and Bes-
sie Bellingrath, the sprawling estate’s his-
tory is fascinating. Walter Bellingrath was 
Mobile’s first Coca-Cola bottler and was 
advised by his doctor in 1917 to buy an aban-
doned fishing camp on the Fowl River so the 
overworked businessman could “learn how 
to play.” The property, dubbed “Belle Camp,” 
was soon beautified with flowers planned by 
Bessie. 

In 1927, the couple hired a local architect 
to create a country estate — and the gardens 
truly began blossoming, so to speak, into 
their current glory. In the spring of 1932, the 
childless couple ran an ad inviting area res-
idents to come see their flowers — and more 
than 4,700 people showed up.

A gate house was installed two years later, 
and the gardens were opened year-round. 
Today, visitors can stroll through the gar-
dens — which feature more than 2,000 
rose plants and over 6,800 cascading chry-
santhemums — as well as the couple’s 1935 
home, still filled with its original furnish-
ings. On par with Longwood Gardens, this 
is a lovely step-back-in-time outing. While 
we didn’t eat there, there’s a small luncheon 
cafe, as well as a gift shop, too. Pets are not 
permitted in the gardens, but they are wel-
come to stay at an onsite pet motel while 
their humans enjoy some botanical sight-
seeing.

Our afternoon and evening at the Grand 
Hotel proved the perfect way to wind down 
our southern getaway: not only is the prop-
erty gorgeous, its waterfront setting is ideal 
for everything from paddle boarding to sun-
set watching.

If this Northeasterner ever returns to the 
Mobile Bay area, I hope to time it with Mardi 
Gras so I can experience the “other” Fat 
Tuesday. I’d also like to check out the many 
outdoor activities offered at nearby Dauphin 
Island, known for its uncrowded, pristine 

beaches and acclaimed 137-acre Audubon 
Bird Sanctuary. I’m adding these two to my 
“next time” travel list.

For more information, visit mobile.org.

Nicole Pensiero is a South Jersey resident.
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Southern comforts: Mobile, Alabama, 
has charm — and its own Mardi Gras

Colorful Mardi Gras capes, above, are just 
a few of the historic icons on display at 
the Mobile Carnival Museum. The city has 
celebrated Mardi Gras since 1703 — before 
even New Orleans did. Steve Zucker, left,  
executive chef at Dauphin’s, places a plate 
on the Chef’s Table at the restaurant on the 
34th floor of the RSA BankTrust building. 
Located next to the kitchen, the table offers a 
panoramic view southward.   Photos by Nicole 
Pensiero and  Lawrence Specker
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