
somber Jennifer Hammer co-
owner of Snook’s Bayside 
Restaurant gazes out into 

Buttonwood Bay. “Today is 
very emotional for me, the 
fire that destroyed Snook’s 

happened on this day six years ago. 
Everything was gone, all that was left 
were the palm trees and the water.”  
Hammer and her mother Roni first 
acquired the popular establishment 
at mile marker 99 in Key Largo in 
1994 after the IRS took possession 
from its previous owners. “It was like 
walking into a time capsule” explains 
a nostalgic Hammer, “Chef’s coats 
were still on their hooks and wine 
bottles were still in the coolers.” To-
gether the restaurateurs worked not 
only to grow Snook’s into a success-
ful eatery but also into an impressive 
venue for weddings and private par-
ties. “Before the fire more than 200 
couples were married here” remem-
bers Hammer, “and I performed the 
ceremony for many of them.” 

 On the fateful night of March 13, 
2010, a fire broke out around 1:00 
a.m. and winds from the bay blew up 
at approximately 25 knots per hour. 
Soon the entire building was fully 
engulfed in flames, “By the time we 
found out about it, they had already 
been fighting the blaze for over 5 
hours.”  About 35 firefighters from 
three local areas battled the dev-
astating fire, but it destroyed more 
than just the physical building, “The 

losses I feel the most are the memo-
ries of the locals, tourists, and brides 
who had their pictures on our wall 
of fame.  Every time I walked past it 
there was a constant reminder of all 
the people who had celebrated part 
of their lives here.”

 Although Jennifer likes to reminisce 
about the old Snooks and all of the 
guests that have come through the 
doors for the past 20 years the staff, 
management and chefs enjoy the 
new vibe of Snooks! “it is exciting on 
a daily basis to experiment with new 
cocktails and culinary creations”, says 
Jennifer. “guests love to enjoy the 
chilled, drilled and Rum filled fresh 
coconuts or our 14 ounce signature 
Florida spiny lobster tail stuffed with 
fresh jumbo lump crab meat or the 
Wygu filet mignon. Snooks is also 
happy to “cook your catch” which is 
served family style. The family atmo-
sphere of Snooks is transparent with 
the staff, they enjoy working together 
and it reflects on the guests experi-

ence as they return often to visit with 
the staff. Live nightly entertainment 
seven days a week and the spectacu-
lar technicolor sunsets are always a 
crowd pleaser! When Jennifer and 
Roni rebuilt Snooks they added an 
antique ships horn and every day at 
sunset a guest is chosen to sound 
the horn to signify another beautiful 
day on the bay in Key Largo!

 It’s that party atmosphere with live 
music and waterfront dining on the 
breathtakingly beautiful Gulf of Mexi-
co, which is known by so many locals. 
There’s even an extra bit of excite-
ment once a month when they have 
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a Polynesian type luau complete with 
hula girls and fire dancers.  “ hey 
come by motorcycles, cars, boats, jet 
skis, and airplanes” explains Ham-
mer “ he fact that we’re hard to find 

is part of its mysti ue. nce they fi-
nally get here it’s like finding a hidden 
treasure.” But the locals don’t keep 
Snook’s a secret, there are also many 
celebrities who have also found this 
sweet slice of paradise, such as, yle 

handler, and the cast of the popu-
lar etflix show Bloodline, H  
Host att Blashaw, ro Football Hall 
of Famer im elly, renowned ma-
rine wildlife artist Wyland, Astronaut 

Bruce elnick, singer, songwriter on 
Bon ovi, and race car driver Rusty 
Wallace. hen there are the corpo-
rate events with multi-million dollar 
companies like fizer, Boeing, etflix, 
and estle urina. he lists are end-
less, however, it’s not all fame and 
fortune for this local establishment  
giving back to the community plays a 
major role as well.

 “ he staff here is like family, their 
students go to school here, we all live 
in this wonderful island community. 
’ll do anything for a charity” states 

Hammer. Some of the local fundrais-
ers Snook’s has been involved with 
are eys Relay for Life, Florida eys 

hildren’s Shelter oy drive, and oys 
for ots. hen there’s “ appy Hour”.  
In conjunction with Marrvelous Pet 
Rescues, Snook’s helps foster pets 
get the exposure they need so they 
can find good homes. “Roni is won-
derful to us and it’s a beautiful loca-
tion, we love them ” explains Rescue 

oordinator at Spiegel. Any animal 
lover is invited to attend, and res-
ervations are not needed, although 
you might want to bring your dog 
along.  While the humans enjoy their 
cocktails, there are plenty of healthy 
doggie treats, as well as ra es, and 
camaraderie with other animal lov-
ers. Some of those animal lovers 
just happens to be the Snook’s staff, 
who are always running around fill-
ing doggie bowls and loving on the 
pets “We like to say that it’s drinking 
cocktails while sharing dog tails” adds 
Spiegel.

 With a great view, great staff, and 

great music, there’s only one thing 
left at Snook’s Bayside Restaurant 
and iki Bar and that’s the amazing 
food. heir delicious delicacies are 
prepared by Haitian hef asline 

arcelin who has been with Snook’s 
since 1 . His istachio ncrusted 

ellowtail Snapper was included in 
the 201  book “Florida eys and ey 
West hef’s able: xtraordinary Rec-
ipes from the onch Republic”.  hef 
Marcelin stays busy preparing 14 en-
trees on the menu, and says one of 
the top favorites is the “Snook’s nde-
cion”, which includes a 6 ounce lob-
ster tail, shrimp, scallops and Mahi 

ahi. “ he people who  come here 
love the view and love the food we 
cook” states hef arcelin.

 While there are many wonderful 
restaurants in the Florida eys, all 
with their distinct character and spe-
cialties, Snook’s Bayside is more than 
just a place to eat, it is a community 
of its own, cherished by all those 
who have shared a special event in 
their lives with family members and 

loved ones. erhaps that is the most 
gratifying part for ennifer and Roni. 

heir creed is “we treat our guests as 
if they are guests in our own home and 
we consider it an honor and a blessing 
to let them enjoy a little piece of para-
dise off the sometimes hectic road and 
hustle and bustle of daily life”.

Linda A. McKee is a freelance writer  
& photographer. You can email her  
at lmckeewrite2me@outlook.com
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