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Fun on the water, food with a local touch
(including cheese from Gold Cup Farms and
specialties from Bella’s bakery and bistro
owned by Melissa Ringer-Hardy, above) and
unspoiled historic beauty make Clayton a
prime weekend getaway.
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A touch of Norman Rockwell
awaits visitors to Clayton.

STORY BY AMY CALABRESE | PHOTOS BY MATT WITTMEYER

layton, a river town three hours from Rochester in the

Thousand Islands, has been one of those best-kept-

secret type of places—though that could change now

that the May issue of Coastal Living magazine named it
the “Best Small Town” in America.

Its charms have been held closely by a devoted few
(including a fair share of Rochesterians), in true Clayton style.
It doesn’t boast. It doesn’t broadcast its endless river views.

[t doesn’t pretend to be a charming small town. It really is a
charming small town.

The 2.6-square-mile village, on a peninsula reaching into
the St. Lawrence River, is a combination of meandering streets
lined in porch-clad houses, immaculate 19th-century buildings
(the entire downtown is on the National Register of Historic
Places), art galleries, restaurants and cafés of unpretentious
welcome. Everything is accessible by foot, bike or boat. Add to
that the turn-of-the-century opera house and stunning Antique
Boat Museum and you have the heart of a great summer
destination.

But the soul of Clayton is its people. Along with long-time
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ic mix of summer
The 1000 Islands Bridge, just north of Clayton,
stands as a landmark of the area for boaters / ‘[ was always intrigued by the river,
and landlubbers alike. . 3 >um and that village,” says
Jim Cummings, a world traveler and
summer resident of nearby Neh Mahbin
island, who has been coming to Clay
since childhood. “It’s kind of a Norman
Rockwell-type village that sits along one
of the truly great bodies of water. I find
it very fascinating.”

With a history of timber and
shipbuilding, it’s natural that Clayton
would be home to the Antique Boat
Museum, which has been called the
finest collection of antique boats in the
world. Open May through October, the
museum houses a collection of more
than 200 beautifully preserved North
American boats. It also offers classe
boatbuilding and restoration for adults
and fun educational programs for kids.
Its big event is the annual Antique B
Sho ction. This year’s 45
show, July 31 to Aug. 2, is expected to
attract 40,000 people.

If looking isn’t enough, you can
head to the museum docks to rent a
St. Lawrence skiff to row. Or catch an
exhilarating dose of river air during
a 45-minute ride on a triple-cockpit
runabout speedboat. Then settle into

the shoreline—a
great spot to watch the boats glide by.
All sorts flow through Clayton, from
tiny canoes to

But beware: Visitors tend to want
to stay. “My husband and I were both

lents and we dr

ason, s Stephanie Weiss

director of the nonprofit S

now live in town with their two children.
Though Clayton’s neighboring

towns in the Thousand Islanc

region attract many, Clayton stands

out in having dodged too much

i

commercialism. “The village had been
somewhat passed over for a period
time,” says Cummings. “In the end, it's
a good thing because it never became
disfigured with a certain amount of
prosperity. Most of town is in its ori
state and form. It has this terrific
romantic feel to it.”

Clayton’s history begins with the
Algonquin tribes, then the Iroquois and




later the French. Plentiful lumber and a
riverside location made timber Clayton’s
first major industry. “Hand work has
always been a tradition here,” says Greg
Lago, a local artist who owns Winged
Bull Studio and Teaism—a tea house and
organic eatery—with his wife, Karen.
Gold Cup Farms, a cheese store in
downtown Clayton, is another example
of that spirit. Their “river rat” cheese
is a household name in the Thousand
Islands region. The
unassuming store
is run by Richard
Brown, son of
Henry Brown, who
started producing
the cheese on
the family’s farm
back in 1895. A
40-year resident

* “Most of town
is in its original
state and form.

It has this
terrific romantic

rib on Friday nights. Desserts are big
enough to share, including the hometown
favorite mud pie, which arrives with a
fishing bobber on top.

Along with a handful of excellent
museums in town, including the
Thousand Islands Museum and the
Handweaving Museum and Arts Center,
the Clayton Opera House can scratch
your itch for culture. Built in 1903, the
Opera House underwent a $3.2-million
restoration in
2007, retaining
all of its splendor
and historic
integrity.
Internationally
recognized
artists perform
throughout
the year, with

of Clayton, Henry - " something for

lives above the ‘ e ""-'feeI toIt. every taste.

shop. o This summer’s
“We try to concerts include

stay loyal to local products to support

the area,” he says. “So, besides our
cheese, we carry local jams, jellies, honey,
Chroghan bologna.”

Melissa Ringer-Hardy opened Bella’s
bakery and bistro in 2006. “I work with
fresh ingredients and foods that are in
season,” says Ringer-Hardy. The bistro
side is open for breakfast and lunch, with
lunch her biggest draw (offering specials
such as a Hawaiian salad and pear and
parsnip soup).

Other casual eating spots include
Attilio’s, which locals say has the best
pizza in the region, and the Koffee Kove,
with a breakfast menu that includes
homemade cinnamon rolls and buffalo
sausage (in the summer, be prepared to
wait 20 to 30 minutes for a table).

As for fine dining, The Clipper Inn
is where everybody seems to go. The
vibe is definitely sport-coat optional
(there aren’t any places in Clayton that
are formal), but the food is dressed to
the nines. Entrees include shrimp and
vegetable alfredo and filet mignon.

Another dinnertime favorite is
Foxy’s in nearby Fisher’s Landing, with
fantastic river views (especially at
sunset), a family-like atmosphere and
waterfront location. With a 225-foot dock
out front, visitors can arrive by car or
boat. Food is standard but tasty, with a
standout homemade fish fry and prime

tenor Michael Slattery accompanied

by Skye Consort (July 24). On Aug. 8,
Grammy-nominated Blue Highway will
play contemporary bluegrass. Or visit the
Opera House any Sunday in the summer
at 4 p.m. For five dollars, you can watch a
concert featuring a regional artist.

Clayton’s waterfront concerts at
Frink Park on Riverside Drive every
Thursday night in the summer are
wonderfully low-key, with every type of
music imaginable—from jazz to country
to contemporary.

Finally, with so much water around,
you might just consider a fishing trip.
Plenty of guides in the area have boats,
poles and gear at the ready. A local
legend, Captain Rich Clarke of Sign
Man Charters, is said to know all the
sweet spots for a catch—especially
muskellunge. And you can eat like a
fisherman, too. After a morning of fishing,
Sign Man guides fillet and fry the day’s
catch and serve it with corn, potatoes
and bacon. For dessert is French toast,
fried in the bacon grease and topped with
a capful of Jack Daniels.

Overall, Clayton’s petite size and
quiet charms belie the variety and quality
of its offerings. There’s a ton to do—or,
delightfully, nothing to do at all.

based freelance writer.

NEAR TO HERE

Eat and Drink

Teaism: 226-228 James St., 315-686-
5722, wwwwingedbull.com/teaism/
teaism.htm

Gold Cup Farms: 242 James St., 800-
T52-1341, www.riverratcheese.com

Bella’s bakery and bistro: 602
Riverside Drive, 315-686-2341, www.
bellasonlinenow.com

Attilio’s Pizza Pasta & Chicken: 338
Riverside Drive, 315-686-2020

Koffee Kove: 220 James St., 315-686-
2472

The Clipper Inn: 126 State St., 315-686-
3842, www.clipperinn.com

Foxy’s: 18187 Reed Point Road,
Fisher’s Landing, 315-686-1191,
www.1000islands.com/foxys/

Lyric Coffee House: 246 James St. 315
686-4385, www.lyriccoffeehouse.com

What'’s the Scoop?: 423 Riverside Drive,
315-686-4752

Do

Antigue Boat Museum: 750 Mary St.,
315-686-4104, www.abm.org

Winged Bull Studio: 226-228 James St.,
315-686-5722, www.wingedbull.com

Thousand Islands Museum: 312 James
St., 315-686-5794, www.timuseum.org

Handweaving Museum and Arts
Center: 314 John St., 315-686-4123,
www.hm-ac.org

Clayton Opera House: 405 Riverside
Drive, 315-686-2200, www.
claytonoperahouse.com

Frink Park: 517 Riverside Drive, 315-
686-5552

Sign Man Charters: 720 State St.,
888-686-3041; www.1000islands
fishing.com

Corbin’s River Heritage: 534 Riverside
Drive, 315-686-2275

Stay

Catherine Hinds B&B at the Spa: 340
Riverside Drive, 315-686-4045, www.
thousandislandsspa.com

The RiverHouse Bed & Breakfast:16195
Calumet Blvd., 315-686-2072,
www.1000islands-riverhouse.com

The Wooden Boat Inn: Alexandria St.,
315-686-5004, wwwwoodenboatinn.
com

Clayton is located just north of Watertown.
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