
By TS. Strickland 

I
t's 10 a.m. on a Tuesday and 
raining •

. 
but Joe Patti's Seafood Co. 

1s poppmg. 
The market - a Gulf Coast 

institution for decades - is impossible 
to miss. It hulks on the fringe of down
town Pensacola's waterfront and is her
alded by a replica of a Viking ship and a 
shrimp-shaped and lighted sign. 

Tourists might want help finding the 
place, but not locals. Around here, the 
Patti name is synonymous with seafood. 
Millions of customers -natives and tour
ists alike - visit the market each year. 

On this particular June morning, like 
most mornings, the walls are lined with 
people. T hey clutch numbered tickets 
or lug coolers heavy with ice, while a 
small army of clerks bark orders, bag 
shrimp and carve off hunks of tuna. 

Around the corner, through a door
way and down the hall, Frank Patti 
watches fron1 his desk as the spectacle 
unfolds on a dozen camera monitors. 
Patti, who is known in these parts as 

24 NATIONAL FISHERMAN• AUGUST 2015 

) IN PROFILE 

A Joe Patti's Seafood Co.'s waterfront store 
and docks in downtown Pensacola, Fla. 

"the seafood don," is reigning patriarch 
of one of the region's most enduring and 
successful seafood dynasties. 

For a king, Patti takes an unusually 
avid interest in the minutiae of the mar
ket, hence the screens. He can be gritty 
and short-tempered - "Shut that god
damn door!" "Where's my coffee?" "Is 
that a puddle on the floor?" - but he's 
also a hard worker. Even in his 80s, he 
shows up early and leaves late. 

Mostly, he is fiercely proud of what 
his family has built. He should be. T o
day, the market grosses $25 million to 
$27 million in sales each year. It's a far 
c1y fron1 his humble upbringing. 

Patti, the son of Sicilian inunigrants, 
was raised in a three-room shack on De 
Villiers Street, just a few blocks from 
his present-day office. The oldest of 
six sibbngs, he worked with his father, 
Giuseppe, on his shrimp boat and with his 
mother, Anna, in the seafood market she 
ran out of the front room of their house. 

A Fresh lobster and shrimp 
are weighed out to order. 

'Y At the age of 84, owner Frank Patti 
still oversees day-to-day operations. 

For updated news, visit www.nationalfisherman.com 
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ln those days, nobody knew the Patti 
name. There were no hordes of tour
ists, no neon shrimp signs proclaiming 
seafood specials, and no Viking ships. 
People looked down their noses at those 
who hauled their living from the sea . 

"They called me 'beachcomber,' 'fish 
head,' everything," Patti says. " le was a 
struggle, but it was all family, and we all 
worked in the family .. . I didn't want to 
do nothing else but follow in my dad's 
footsteps." 

Patti 's father, Giuseppe "Joe" Patti, 
was born in 1901 in the Sicilian fishing 
village of Riposto. 
Like his father be
fore him and his 
son after him, he 
lived his life with 
the smell of salt 
in his nostrils. He 
served in the Italian 

the bay, and it was 
just ideal ground 
to produce white 
shrimp," Patti says. 

''It was a struggle, but it was all family, and we 

all worked in the family ... I didn't want to do 

nothing else but follow in my dad's footsteps.'' Still, the Pattis 
- Frank Patti, OWNER struggled at first. 

navy during World 
War I and jumped ship on a voyage to 
New York City in 1919. 

Once in America, Pensacola 's large Ital
ian American community and plentiful 
fishing grounds drew him south. The city 
had been known as the red snapper capi
tol of the world and supplied seafood to 
restaurants up and down the East Coast. 

By the time Patti arrived, that repu
tation was fading. The waters around 
northwest Florida were depleted, and 
fishermen were forced to look else
where. They found new fishing grounds 
some 600 miles across the gulf, on Mex
ico 's Campeche Banks. The men, navi
gating by sextant and relying on wind 
for power, would often be at sea for 
three weeks or more. 

By the early 1930s, Patti was newly 
manied and expecting a son. Wanting 
to be closer to home, he gave up the 
snapper business in favor of shrimping. 
The move proved prescient. The two 
leading seafood companies in Pensacola, 
E.E. Saunders and the WatTen Fishing 
Co ., would soon be no more. 

"They didn't see the future, " Frank 
Patti says. "They stayed with the snap
per, and when Ametica got locked out 
of the Campeche Banks area in Mexi
co, well, the snapper industry just went 
downhill, but shrimping improved." 

Pensacola became known for some of 
the best shrimp along the Gulf Coast. 
"Unlike Mobile Bay, where it's shallow, 
Pensacola had 30 to 35 feet of water in 

Ametican palates 
had not yet warmed to shrimp, which 
were used ptimarily for bait. That began 
to change after World War II, thanks in 
part to Joe Cicerone. 

Cicerone was a big-time shrimp fish
erman from Thunderbolt, Ga., whose 
mother happened to live across the street 
from the Pattis. When Cicerone visited 
Pensacola, he would often stop in to talk 
with Joe Patti . The l:'.vo became friends. 

"He'd always give me a dollar to go 
down to Sam's Beer Garden one block 
away, to get him a cigar," Frank Patti 
remembers. 

During the war, the U.S. government 
enlisted Cicerone to patrol the East 
Coast with his shtimp trawlers, scout

Co11ti1111ed on page 40 
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ing for Gem1an U-boats. He also lent 
his fuel barge to the war effort. In ex
change, he stipulated the government 
purchase his shrimp. Soon the military 
was fee ding them to American soldiers. 

"That's how shrimp became fa mous 
in Ameri ca," Patti says, "from the bases 
and the boot camps that the servicemen 
went to before they we nt overseas.When 
they came home, they wanted shrimp." 

It was C icerone w ho sold Patti his fi rst 
fish house, a small, tin structure on the 
Pensacola docks, and helped him launch 
a wholesa le seafood business. By the 
close ofWorld War II , Pat-
ti 's fo rtune had improved 
so much that he was able 
to build a larger fis h house 
and begin amassing his 
own fl eet of shrimp boa ts. 
The business thrived, but 
it wasn't yet a destinati on. 

'' I love Pensacola. I wouldn't 

leave it for nothing - except to 

go in the service or to prison. '' 

"We had trucks, and 
we'd furni sh aU the res tau-
rants, all the grocery stores, the commis
saries, everybody," Patti 's son , Frank Jr., 
says. "We supplied seafood to everybody 
here. We were it . . . When I was young, 
cutting fish on the cutting table, a cus
tomer would come in wanting some 
mullet or something, and they'd say, 'Go 
and wait on them .' We had a little tin 
petty-cash box, but we really didn 't have 
a retail market." 

That began to change in the 1970s, 
after the Pattis advertised a special for 
heads-on shrimp. They had only wanted 
to unload surplus product, but the re
sponse shocked them. Within months, 
consumer demand skyrocketed. 

" Dad liked the idea that you didn 't 
have to go to a restaurant and beat a guy 
over the head before you could get your 
money, because the money is right in the 
cash register," Frank Jr. says. " Now, it has 
evolved from all wholesale to all retail . . . 
The restaurants come to Joe Patti's. The 
chefs pick up their seafood off the coun
ters. We don't deli ver. They come to Joe 
Patti ' , and they stand in line along with 
everybody else." 

In 1977, faced with pressure from his 
brothers, Frank Sr. stepped back from 
the seafood ma rket. His younger broth
er Sanrn1y moved in to fi ll the gap, and 
Frank began working on a new proj ect 
- building boats. 

- Frank Patti , OWNER 

Like the market, Patti Shipyard started 
small but has evolved in to a thriving en
terprise and now fo rm the econd pillar 
of the Patti busines . 

" Our fi rst boat we rolJ ed in on wood
en logs ri ght here [at the marketl ," 
Frank Jr. says. "Now, I just spent a mil
lion dollars on a new rail system." 

In early June, Patti Ma1i ne Enter
prises {the name changed in 2008) had 
srupped a $20 million tugboat and signed 
a contract with the Truex fa mi ly - the 
Atlantic ity surf clam kings and 
NASCAR superstars - to build a 152-
foo t clammer. It will be the second boat 
the Pattis have built for the family, whose 
clam chowder is sold at the market. 

"W e built the boa t. They catch the 
clams, and we sell the clams here," Frank 
Jr. ays, "but that's really how dad built 
the business. We built our own fl eet, ran 
our own fl eet and sold our own product 
fo r many years." 

Frank Jr. runs the shipya rd these days . 
His fa ther returned to the helm of the 
market in 1992, after amm y Patti lo t 
a bout with brain cancer. Joe Patti had 
died ea rlier that same year. 

The demand for seafood at the mar
ket long ago outstripped the local sup
ply. T he Pattis now sell seafood from alJ 
over the world. There's still local prod
uct, but the Pattis wo n't be catchi ng it. 
T hey sold their shrimp trawlers a decade 

ago, responding to 1ising fuel costs and 
declining seafood prices. 

It was yet another example of how the 
fa mily has adapted to survive. A good 
fis herman has to be attenti ve to chang
ing tides, and the Pattis are better than 
most. StilJ , fa mily is their anchor. 

Eve1y morni ng, Frank Sr. goes to 
breakfas t with his son and grandson. 
That's three generati ons of Franks eating 
together. It 's a 1i tual they have main
ta ined fo r nearly .J-0 years. Frank Sr. then 
goes to the market. On the way in , he 
passes the Captain Joe, a shrimp trawler 
named in honor of his fa ther. The boat, 
which looms over the entrance, was the 
o nly one he kept when he sold the fleet. 

He makes hi way to the o ffi ce . On 
his desk sits a framed black-and-white 
p1i nt of Joe Patti , standing in front of 
the very sa1ne docks where his namesake 
ship is docked today. 

Frank Sr. picks up the picture and 
looks at it. " I love Pensacola," he says. 
" I wouldn ' t leave it fo r nothing - ex
cept to go in the service or to piison." 

Patti has done both. H e was in the 
Navy duting the Korean W ar, stationed 
overseas, and in 2002, he pled guil ty to 
tax fra ud. H e was sentenced to 79 months 
in prison and ordered to pay about · 5 
million in fin es and back taxes. H e was 
released in 2005 on good behavior. 

"When I got out," Patti says, " I came 
back, and this is where I stayed. Th is is 
where I'll d ie, I guess. T his is w here I 
wa nt to di e, anyway. I love Pensacola." 
He puts the picture down and looks 
back at the monito rs. NF 

TS. Strickla11d is a .freelance 111rircr based in 
Pc11sacola, Fla. 
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