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This week’s challenge? Try a new-to-you activity. See E10.  For more winter-friendly activities, go to startribune.com/winterchallenge. 
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Cayo Costa is a barrier-island state park with 9 miles of unspoiled beaches on southwest Florida’s Gulf Coast. Lee County Visitor & Convention Bureau 

The culinary veterans seized 
the moment and started a new 
venture: Aliment Pasta Co.

By RICK NELSON 
rick.nelson@startribune.com

The pandemic has altered the 
professional lives of nearly everyone 
working in the restaurant industry.

Take Alex Dayton  and Matt Kap-
pra.  Between them, they probably 
have more than 20 years of experi-
ence in restaurant kitchens. Heck, 
they even met in a restaurant kitchen 
(Cocina del Barrio, in Edina) and after 
striking up a friendship, they became 

brothers-in-law; their wives — Kate-
lyn Dayton  and Megan Sheridan  — 
are sisters. 

Now they’re business partners, 
and their spouses are contributing 
their management and marketing 
smarts. Dayton and Kappra are leas-
ing space in a restaurant — Kieran’s 
Kitchen Northeast in Minneapolis 
— but they’re not following the tra-
ditional restaurant model. And that’s 
by design. 

“I’m not saying anything new 
when I say that the restaurant model 
is tough,” said Kappra. “It was tough 
before the pandemic, and it’s become 
even more difficult.”

The two had long talked about 

going into business together, and 
decided to use the pandemic-related 
upheaval as an opportunity to do just 
that — and to improve their work-life 
balance. That’s often an elusive goal 
in the stressful, demanding and physi-
cally exhausting restaurant world. 

Pasta, sold directly to consumers, 
would be the key. Specifically, fresh 
pasta, crafted using top-shelf ingre-
dients that are sourced locally and 
treated with reverence. They chris-
tened their enterprise with a spot-on 
name: Aliment. 

“It means, ‘to nourish,’ ” said Day-
ton. “We just love to cook for people, 
and make people happy. And we want 

Pandemic had friends noodling a change 

JEFF WHEELER • jeff.wheeler@startribune.com 
Goods from Aliment Pasta Co. — such as rigatoni, agnolotti and bigoli  —
are available by the pound or as part of meal kits.

By SIMON PETER GROEBNER  
simon.groebner@startribune.com

A 
thunderclap of flapping wings 
made me slam on my brakes, 
skidding my bike tires in the 
sand. In a small clearing, not one 
but two bald eagles, startled by 

my approach, were taking flight right in front 
of me.  They hovered just above my head 
before catching the stiff offshore breeze.

It was my closest encounter to date with 
our national symbol in the wild — but this 
wasn’t my usual eagle-spotting territory 
on the Mississippi River or Lake Superior. 
This was the tropical Gulf of Mexico, and I 
was in Florida, immersed in the palm trees, 
beaches and wildlife on the remote island of 
Cayo Costa, some 25 miles west of Fort Myers.  

I poked out of the woods onto a deserted 

beach on the leeward end of the isle. Float-
ing brown pelicans were enjoying protection 
from the wind, but no one else was around. 
This wasn’t just “Old Florida”; this was Florida 
before Ponce de Leon even named it Florida. 

A spot on my map labeled “Quarantine 
Rocks” marked this beach as a circa-1900 mil-
itary quarantine for incoming foreign ships . 
Seafarers once had to stop here and be tested 
for malaria and yellow fever — and perhaps 
submit to a longer stay. The only trace I could 
find was some weathered old posts embed-
ded in the sand. Just a few weeks after my trip 
one year ago, the word “quarantine” would 
become a little more personal for all of us.  
Thinking back, that wild paradise on Cayo 
Costa felt like a better place to hide away 
from disease than, say, a snowed-in duplex 
Up North.

Q U A R A N T I N E 
O N  C A Y O  C O S T A

Away from Fort Myers’ crowds, escape to a wild side of southwest Florida.

SIMON PETER GROEBNER • Star Tribune 
A  pelican perches on a mangrove in Bonita Springs, Fla. See FLORIDA on E6 Ø

See PASTA on E7 Ø

Spring training in Fort Myers: The Twins are taking the field this week, and Alex Kirilloff could be their next rising star. Get to know him today in Sports. See C1
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The local tourism indus-
try  seems to know it. Last fall 
the Beaches of Fort Myers 
and Sanibel aired a series of 
 TV commercials in the Mid-
west with romantic, spacious 
imagery I recognized from the 
trip. This winter,  when leisure 
travel is  discouraged,  Minne-
sotans who do find themselves 
 in Lee County, Fla., could do 
a lot worse than escaping the 
crowds on Cayo Costa. 

There has long been a wide 
pipeline between Minnesota 
and Fort Myers, with upward 
of 10 nonstop flights arriving 
every day, even now. The Twins 
are kicking off their 31st spring 
training at the city’s Hammond 
Stadium, with limited specta-
tors. Baseball or not, visitors 
landing at Southwest Florida 
International Airport will first 
want to beeline to one of the 
coastal island communities of 
Fort Myers Beach and Sanibel.

Last winter, downtown 
Fort Myers Beach was a riot of 
swimsuit shops, seafood pal-
aces, open-air bars, rooftop 
brunches and bumper-to-bum-
per traffic on the sole two-lane 
drag. Surfside resorts blasted 
reggae and country music 
and a few college bros played 
beach games, but most of the 
sandy real estate was packed 
with tanned and burned baby 
boomers who most definitely 
seemed to be doing OK. Wast-
ing away in margaritaville was 
all well and good for a day or 
three — but even back when 
the coronavirus pandemic was 
still a rumor, I wanted to find 
a more natural, unpopulated 
side of southwest Florida.

Key by the coast
I was staying in Fort Myers 

Beach as a guest of my girl-
friend Sabrina’s family, who has 
been escaping there annually 
for three decades.  At the rental-
car counter , my eyes skimmed 
the tourist map and landed on 
an unnamed island in the upper 
left corner, in a remote archi-
pelago that might well have 
been labeled “Here Be Drag-
ons” — or, at least, “Here Be 
Dolphins.” That island is Cayo 
Costa (“key by the coast,” pro-
nounced in flat English: kay-oh 
cost-ah), and it’s one of Florida’s 
least-visited state parks since 
it’s only accessible by boat. 

One morning I corralled 
Sabrina and her mom, Sha-
ron, for a day trip to the park. 
Our journey began with a one-
hour island-hopping drive: 
across the causeway to green, 
exclusive Sanibel Island, with 
its whopping $6 toll. A coyote 
darted across the road; they’ve 
been on Sanibel since 2011.

The next bridge leads to 
even more prestigious Cap-
tiva Island, full of immacu-
lately groomed estates and 
five-star resorts. This is the end 
of the line for cars, where we 
checked in at Captiva Cruises 
for a 12-mile boat ride. The 
day trip is billed as a “shelling 
cruise,” and Cayo Costa itself 
is barely mentioned on the 
booking site. I was bemused 
by the shelling emphasis, but 
drawn in by the prospect of a 
bikeable island with  9 miles of 
unspoiled beaches. Passengers 
are instructed to bring all the 
food, water and supplies they’ll 
need for the day.  

High winds that day kept 
small craft docked, but our 
motorized catamaran, Santiva, 
set off into the shallow green 
waters of Pine Island Sound 
with about 40 passengers, 
including some who would 
be sailing on to the island vil-
lage of Boca Grande. Mile-
marker posts in the sound 
were crowned with osprey 
nests . A pod of pelicans dove 
violently at the water, hunting 
for fish. Tour guide Richard 
Finkel talked serenely about 
the sights.

Hurricanes in the 1920s 
tore narrow Captiva Island in 
half , creating a separate North 
Captiva. The north side hosts 
an off-the-grid community 
of 300 homes, reliant on gen-
erator power and golf carts. 
“Definitely a different way of 

life,” Richard said. We passed 
between two more unique 
inhabited isles: quiet Cab-
bage Key, a Jimmy Buffett 
hangout said to have inspired 
the singer’s yacht-rock hit 
“Cheeseburger in Paradise”; 
and Useppa Island, an Old 
Florida throwback with high-
end resorts dating to the 19th 
century.

As Santiva docked at 
Cayo Costa, Richard spotted 
our first bald eagle soaring 
above the tree line. Everyone 
boarded a free tram to the 
gulf side, but it pulled away 
without me. I rented a rusty 
beach cruiser and purchased 
some $10 bug spray (which I 
wouldn’t need in the wind) 
from the small park store, and 
took off down the sand road. 
A tunnel of palms and pines 
opened up to a gorgeous scrub 
landscape with a few cactuses, 
under a blinding blue sky.

When I arrived at the gulf, 
Sabrina and Sharon were 
already two specks on the 
wide, white-sand beach. A 
whipping red flag signified 
“high surf and/or strong cur-
rents,” one level below “water 
closed to public.” In the 
swooning heat I momentarily 
felt transported to a beach I’d 
visited in Puerto Rico.

I decided to bike roughly 
clockwise around the north-
ern half of the island. Just off 
the beach, families occupied a 
handful of rustic, stilted camp-

ing cabins. A mile later, I had 
my close encounter with the 
two eagles. In that clearing I 
found a headless silver king-
fish on the ground; I had inter-
rupted their lunch.

My two-hour ride also 
stopped under Spanish moss, 
amid coastal scrub and along 
the boundary of a mangrove 
swamp. A brown juvenile ibis 
let me follow it for 50 yards 
before scurrying into the 
woods.  I reunited with Sabrina 
and Sharon, whose shelling 
finds included a perfect sand 
dollar. They had also spotted 
two dolphins, skimming the 
surface of the gulf.

I had one last order of busi-
ness after the vigorous ride: 
to jump in the water, red flag 
or not. Trusting in my swim-
ming ability, I plunged into an 
immediate drop-off near high 
tide, communing with the vast, 
green gulf. On our cruise back 
to civilization (and to a fine 
grouper sandwich at Captiva’s 
outdoor Key Lime Cafe), our 
guide Richard pointed out a 
row of historic fishing houses, 
standing high above the water 
on stilts. He surveyed the broad 
Pine Island Sound around us, 
devoid of Florida sprawl.

“When you look around 
here, 360 degrees, you don’t 
see the high-rises like you 
would elsewhere in the 
state,” the native New Yorker 
reflected, summing up the 
appeal of the place. “It really 

puts you in a different frame 
of mind.”

Quiet side of Sanibel
Sabrina and I just couldn’t 

return yet to the land of ice 
shanties and snow emergen-
cies. Fortunately, a one-hour 
tarmac delay we had suffered 
upon our arrival, and our 
ensuing online complaints to 
Frontier Airlines, resulted in 
$175 in vouchers — virtually 
enough to cover new tickets 
home two days later than 
planned.

I booked a nature tour with 
Seaside Kayaking out of Bonita 
Springs. Justin Finley, a life-
long resident , led three pad-
dlers through the fascinating 
mangrove swamps of Estero 
Bay. I got up close and per-
sonal with tricolored herons, 
pelicans and ibis . We explored 
an oyster reef and tracked a 
gorgeous, flamingo-like rose-
ate spoonbill. Justin brilliantly 
explained the ins and outs of 
the mangrove ecosystem, 
though I couldn’t overlook 
the condos and hotels on the 
horizon that had been absent 
on the Cayo Costa cruise.

Later on Sanibel Island, 
we joined a nature and seal-
ife cruise with Tarpon Bay 
Explorers, a big ecotour oper-
ation serving the popular J.N. 
Ding Darling Wildlife Refuge. 
Naturalist Mandy Hunt con-
fessed that there’s little rhyme 
or reason to dolphin sightings. 
But the eagle-eyed guide did 
spot a vacationing common 
loon, decked out in its darker 
winter plumage. Yet more evi-
dence of that Minnesota con-
nection.

For our last night, we lucked 
into a last-minute cancellation 
at Tropical Winds Beachfront 
Motel and Cottages, by far the 
cheapest lodging we could 
find on Sanibel. The row of 
classic beach cottages was a 
short walk over a grassy dune 
field to the pristine beach on 
the island’s much less devel-
oped west side. We strolled the 
endless beach at dusk, while 
scattered visitors were shell-
ing. We peered at live clams 
opening and closing their 
shells . It was here where my 
bug spray would have come 
in handy, though, as we both 
brought home itchy bites from 
the fabled “no-see-ums.”

I took one last dip in the gulf 
as the best sunset of the week 
plummeted into the blue-
green horizon. That was fol-
lowed by the rise of a peaking 
full moon, which bathed the 
wild shore in an ethereal glow.

Simon Peter Groebner  
Instagram: @simonpeter6

An escape from Florida’s crowds
ø FLORIDA from E1

A kayak tour through a mangrove swamp near Bonita Springs, Fla.

CAYO COSTA 
STATE PARK

Where: 12 miles north 
of Captiva, Fla.

Admission: $2. Tent 
camping $22 per night; 

primitive cabins $40 per 
night  (floridastateparks.

org/CayoCosta).
Getting there: The island 
is reachable only by boat. 

Captiva Cruises offers 
full-day “shelling” trips 

to the park Wednesdays 
and some Thursdays 

($55) and half-day 
trips Mon.-Sat. ($45; 
captivacruises.com).

Classic cottages at Tropical Winds Beachfront Motel were illuminated by a full moon on Sanibel Island, Fla. Photos by SIMON PETER GROEBNER • Star Tribune
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