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To Alvin and Barbara Mass,
 two great New Yorkers





Others will see the shipping of Manhattan north and west, and the heights of Brooklyn to the south and east.

Others will see the island large and small;

Fifty years hence, others will see them as they cross, the sun half an hour high,

A hundred years hence, or ever so many hundred years hence, others will see them,

Will enjoy the sunset, the pouring-in of the flood-tide, the falling-back to the sea of the ebb-tide.



—WALT WHITMAN,

“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” 1856
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PREFACE

The Hard Shell of the City

To me New York is the most wonderful and most beautiful city in the world. All life is in it.

—CHILDE HASSAM,
 American Impressionist painter, 1889



To anyone who is familiar with New Yorkers, it should not be surprising to learn that they were once famous for eating their food live. The fact that oysters are about the only food eaten alive is part of what makes them a unique gastronomic experience—that and the sense that no other food brings us closer to the sea. Oysters spend their lives—a dozen years if we left them alone, but only three or four because we don’t—sucking in seawater, extracting nutrients, and pumping it out again. There used to be enough oysters in New York Harbor to process all the water there, which is one of the reasons environmentalists want them back. And perhaps this is also why oysters taste like eating the sea.

New Yorkers seldom think of it this way, but they live in the estuary of the Hudson River, an expansive interconnected tidal system that also involves New Jersey and Connecticut. Damage anywhere in this system deteriorates the entire estuary.

Recently, while riding a train from Washington, D.C., to New York, I found myself along the part of New York Harbor’s shoreline that some people unkindly call “the chemical coast.” Many New Yorkers forget that this is part of their harbor because it is “out of town” in New Jersey. Usually when I’m returning to New York, at this point I would look homeward to Manhattan at the never-disappointing skyline of the island where I live. Otherwise I would look out at smokestacks and pipes and flames from refineries. But for some reason, this one time, I looked instead right in front of me and realized that I was in a grassy wetland—a magnificent grassy wetland where egrets and herons could live. As the grass rolled in waves and the sun reflected on narrow waterways, I saw that this could have been a northern Everglades. By what act of blind insanity did people decide to build chemical plants, oil refineries, and heavy industry in a beautiful wetland that belonged to one of the world’s great waterways? Blind madness? It occurred to me that they had probably never really looked at it either.

The only thing New Yorkers ignore more than nature is history. They have a habit of not spending a great deal of time pondering the history of their city. That is because of a sense that it has always been more or less the same, or, as Edmund Wilson, one of the more venerated New Yorker writers of that magazine’s heyday, explained his waning enthusiasm for reading history in his old age, “I know more or less the kind of things that happen.”

The history of New York oysters is a history of New York itself—its wealth, its strength, its excitement, its greed, its thoughtlessness, its destructiveness, its blindness and—as any New Yorker will tell you—its filth. This is the history of the trashing of New York, the killing of its great estuary.

New York is a city that does not plan; it creates situations and then deals with them. Most of its history is one of greedily grabbing beautiful things, destroying them, being outraged about the conditions, tearing them down, then building something else even further from nature’s intention in their place. What could be more typical of New York than “the Doorknob,” a spot in New York Harbor that is contaminated from being used as a dumping ground for the trash created when the city tried to correct decades of neglect on the Lower East Side by tearing down the tenements to build housing projects.

One of the great New York paradoxes is that the metropolis is both unique and typical. Many of its stories are true for other cities as well. The oyster history of New York often matches that of other great oyster capitals such as Paris, and London on the oyster-encrusted estuary of the Thames. It is interesting that London, rich in its own oysters like New York, also destroyed them, whereas Paris, which was the commercial and consuming capital of oysters brought in from other regions, did more to preserve its beds.

Before the twentieth century, when people thought of New York, they thought of oysters. This is what New York was to the world—a great oceangoing port where people ate succulent local oysters from their harbor. Visitors looked forward to trying them. New Yorkers ate them constantly. They also sold them by the millions, supplying Chicago, St. Louis, Denver, and San Francisco, but also shipping to England, France, and Germany. As New York transportation improved, New York oysters traveled ever farther. In the nineteenth century the British credited New York with meeting their oyster needs when their own famous beds failed.

Oysters were true New Yorkers. They were food for gourmets, gourmands, and those who were simply hungry; tantalizing the wealthy in stately homes and sustaining the poor in wretched slums; a part of city commerce and a part of international trade.

If eating an oyster is tasting the sea, eating a New York oyster was tasting New York Harbor, which became increasingly unappealing. The oyster was New Yorkers’ link to the sea, and eventually it was lost. Today New Yorkers eat not as many oysters, but still quite a few, albeit from a dozen other places, and now when they think of the sea, they think of somewhere else—perhaps the eastern tip of Long Island or New England or even Florida. Though they live by the sea, they take vacations to go somewhere else to be by the sea. Of the many odd things about New Yorkers, there is this: How is it that a people living in the world’s greatest port, a city with no neighborhood that is far from a waterfront, a city whose location was chosen because of the sea, where the great cargo ships and tankers, mighty little tugs, yachts, and harbor patrol boats glide by, has lost all connection with the sea, almost forgotten that the sea is there? New Yorkers have lost their oyster, their taste of the sea. This is the story of how it happened.



PROLOGUE

A Good Time Coming

“Fruges consumere nati [born to eat produce],” may designate humanity elsewhere, but here the quotation may be out of place, for man seems born to consume “oysters.”

—CHARLES MACKAY ON NEW YORK CITY,
 Life and Liberty in America or Sketches of a Tour in the United States and Canada in 1857–58



Life had been working out very well for Charles Mackay, a Scottish songwriter. Every week, from 1851 to 1855, the London Illustrated News had published one of his songs and they were becoming a popular phenomenon on both sides of the Atlantic. The sheet music of one tune, “A Good Time Coming,” had sold four hundred thousand copies.

In 1857, at the height of his popularity, Mackay accepted an offer for a lecture tour of the United States and Canada. Though originally he had enthusiastically embraced this opportunity to see North American cities, while he was waiting in Liverpool for his ship to sail, his exuberance was quickly fading.

The wind ripped through the harbor with such a loud eerie howl that he could not sleep at night. It was only early October and winter was already settling into Liverpool. Surely the North Atlantic in the weeks to come would be even worse. The dark, opaque sea, almost indistinct from the muddy, dark sky, churned at the mouth of the Mersey, throwing up little peaks that even in their sheltered moorings made the ships’ spars swing like anxious pendulums as the rigging creaked gloomily. He thought of weeks in this rasping wooden box under blackened skies on a heaving, dark sea.

A disturbingly cheerful friend was hosting him at the Waterloo Hotel while he waited for the hour to board ship. As his friend saw him to the door, Mackay studied the rain beating against the windows. It was not just falling on the panes, it was pelting them, tiny hard beads that bounced off the glass.

His friend wished him a safe and speedy crossing and then added grandly in a voice that rose above the howling wind and pelted panes, “I envy you your trip to America.”

Mackay, probably unconvincingly, attempted an appropriately jovial expression, but all he could manage to say was “And why?”

“Because,” the friend answered with a joyous, beaming smile, “you will get such delicious oysters! New York beats all creation for oysters.”

Two months later, writing in his diary from New York City, Mackay noted, “Mine host spoke the truth. There is no place in the world where there are such fine oysters as in New York . . . .”
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CHAPTER ONE

A Molluscular Life
[image: image]


Obviously, if you don’t love life, you can’t enjoy an oyster.

—ELEANOR CLARK,
 The Oysters of Locmariaquer, 1959


In 1609, when Henry Hudson, a British explorer employed by the Dutch, sailed into New York Harbor on his eighty-five-foot ship, Halve Maen, with a half-British, half-Dutch crew of sixteen, he found the same thing Mackay would two and a half centuries later—a local population with the habit of feasting on excellent New York Harbor oysters.

Hudson was a seventeenth-century man in search of a fifteenth-century dream. His employer, Holland, would soon be in its golden age, offering the world Rembrandt, the microscope, and the stock exchange, but not, as Hudson and his sponsors had hoped, a river through North America leading to China.

A water route to Chinese trade replacing the long, arduous Silk Road was a great dream of the Renaissance. The only alternative ever found was in 1499 when Vasco da Gama sailed from Portugal and went around Africa to the Indian Ocean. All of the westward voyages of exploration had ended in failure, with endless landmasses standing in the way between Europe and China. Cabot was stopped by Canada in the north, Verrazano was stopped by the United States farther south, Columbus by Central America in the middle, and Magellan showed that it was a hopelessly long way around South America to the south. Only one idea still held any possibility and that was a passage through arctic waters.

And so Hudson was essentially an arctic explorer. In fact, he was a failed arctic explorer. On his first voyage for the British he sailed straight north, attempting to travel beyond the ice and down the other side of the globe. The plan was geographically astute but meteorologically absurd and he was stopped by ice. At the point he could go no farther, his seventy-foot wooden vessel was only six hundred miles short of Robert E. Peary’s 1909 achievement, reaching the North Pole. His second voyage, heading northeast over Russia, was also stopped by ice. At this point his British sponsor, the Muscovy Company, dropped him.

A new idea came along. In the early seventeenth century, Captain John Smith, the ruggedly handsome legendary adventurer famous for his conquests both military and sexual, was the great promoter of European settlement in North America. He charted the coastline, reported on his findings, and pitched North America to any Englishman who would listen. He was to play a role in the promoting of Britain’s two leading North American colonies, Virginia and Massachusetts. Hudson knew Smith and they corresponded in 1608, by which time four-fifths of Smith’s 1607 Virginia settlers had already died. There was a growing belief that North America was uninhabitable in the winter. But Smith’s contagious enthusiasm never faltered. Not only did he believe in North American settlement—this entire debate taking place as if no one was already living there—but his maps and letters to Hudson promoted an alternative to the theory that a water route to China could be found north of Canada—the so-called Northwest Passage. Smith’s theory was that somewhere north of Virginia a major river connected the Atlantic to the Sea of Cathay.

This is a case of people hearing only what they want to hear. Smith’s Chinese sea was presumably the Pacific Ocean, but rivers are not known to flow from one sea to another. Smith’s theory was based on statements from northern tribes who trapped for fur. They talked of an ocean that could be reached from a river. They probably said nothing about Cathay, China, which was an obsession of Europeans, not North Americans. It seems likely that the North Americans were talking about how they could travel up the Hudson and follow the Mohawk tributary and with a short land portage—for a canoe—arrive at the Great Lakes. Standing on the shore of Lake Erie, one can have the impression of being on the coast of a vast sea. Furthermore, the currents of the Hudson are so multidirectional, the salty ocean water travels so far inland, that according to Indian legend, the first inhabitants came to the Hudson in search of a river that ran two ways, as though it flowed into seas at both ends. Whether such early Indian explorers existed, the Europeans came looking for exactly that.

Hudson, the out-of-work explorer, had something to sell: a possible new passage to China. The Muscovy Company had listened and voted against the project. But Britain’s new and fast-growing competitor, Holland, was interested. The Vernenigde Oostindische Compagnie, or VOC, known in English as the Dutch East India Company, hired him. The Dutch were not interested in new theories from John Smith or Henry Hudson. They hired Hudson to search for the northeastern passage, a route through the ice floes north of Russia. Hudson had no faith in this northeastern theory, but the VOC gave him a commission with a new ship, and so he took it and sailed north until well out of the view of Dutchmen. Then he picked up a westerly gale and crossed the Atlantic, thousands of miles in the opposite direction of his orders, and reached the North American coast off Newfoundland.

More than a century after John Cabot’s voyage, this was a well-known route. Hudson then followed the coastline south to Cape Hatteras and the mouth of the Chesapeake within miles of his friend Smith at Jamestown but, sailing in a Dutch vessel, did not visit the British settlement. Perhaps he needed to locate Smith’s Jamestown to find his bearing on Smith’s maps. Then he began exploring the coastline for a river to China.

In this search he became the first European to enter Delaware Bay. But seeing the shallow waters, shoals, and bars at the mouth of the Delaware, Hudson felt certain that this was not a river great enough to cut through North America to China. He continued on, viewing the forest lands of an unknown continent off the port side, seemingly uninhabited, with only an occasional bird chirp for counterpoint to the rolling surf on sandy beaches and the creaks in the Half Moon’s rigging.

Then, rounding a flat, sandy, narrow peninsula, today accurately labeled Sandy Hook, Hudson and his men, almost as if falling through a keyhole, found themselves in another world. The wide expanse of water, one hundred square miles, lay flat, sheltered by the bluffs of Staten Island and the rolling hills of Brooklyn. Sandy Hook on the port and the shoals of Rockaway Peninsula on the starboard, an ideal barrier furnished with several channels, protected the opening. When they looked into the water, they could see large fish following them.

This was the place. From all directions they saw rivers pouring into the bay. If there were a chasm in the heart of North America opening up a waterway all the way to China, this is what it would look like.
[image: image]

Hudson identified three “great rivers.” They were probably Raritan Bay, which separates New Jersey and Staten Island, the opening to the Upper Harbor, and the Rockaway Inlet on the Brooklyn–Queens shore of Long Island. He had not yet sailed through the narrow opening between Staten Island and Brooklyn—not yet seen the Upper Bay, the Hudson River, the Harlem River, and the East River that connects with Long Island Sound. He had not yet seen the lush, green, rocky island of ponds and streams in the middle of the estuary.

Hudson sent a landing party ashore on Staten Island. It was late summer and the plum trees and grapevines were bearing fruit. Immediately upon landing, as though Hudson’s crew had been expected, as though invited, people dressed in animal skins appeared to welcome them. These people in animal skins saw that the leader of the people who arrived in the floating house wore a red coat that sparkled with gold lace.

In what would become a New York tradition, commerce instantly began. The Europeans in red had tools, while the skin-clad Americans offered hemp, beans, and a local delicacy—oysters. The Europeans thought they were getting much better value than they were giving, but the Americans may have thought the same thing.

Hudson and his men had no idea with whom they were trading. They reported that the people in skins were friendly and polite but not to be trusted. These people the Europeans distrusted called their land Lenapehoking, the land of the Lenape. The Lenape thought they knew their visitors. They were a people they called in their language shouwunnock, which meant “Salty People.” The grandparents of the Lenape who saw Hudson may have seen an earlier Salty Person, the Italian, Giovanni da Verrazano, sailing the coast with his crew for Francis I, king of France, in 1524. Verrazano had chosen to moor his ship off Staten Island, farther up than Hudson, in the narrow opening that bears his name and where Staten Island is now connected to Brooklyn by a bridge. Verrazano could see the second interior bay with its wide rivers and well-placed island and described the bay as “a pleasant lake.” He named it Santa Margarita after the sister of his patron, Francis. “We passed up with our boat only into the said river, and saw the country very well peopled. The people are almost like unto the others, and clad with feathers of fowls of divers colors. They came toward us very cheerfully, making great shouts of admiration, showing us where we might come to land most safely with our boat.”

But soon shifting winds forced the Europeans, with great reluctance, to return to their ship and sail on. This was probably the first sighting of Salty People by the inhabitants of the harbor, although their grandparents may also have seen Ésteban Gomez, a Portuguese explorer who passed this way. An early Portuguese map suggests that Europeans, probably either Portuguese or Basque fishermen, may have sailed to this place at the time of Columbus. Some of those who now met Hudson and his crew may have heard of or even had contact with the Frenchman Samuel de Champlain, who only a few months earlier had traveled south from what is now Canada to the lake that is named after him. Jamestown, near the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, was just south of the Lenapes’ Delaware Bay and was already two years old when Hudson arrived in New York. By the time Hudson arrived, the Lenapes knew Salty People when they saw them. They had been coming for a long time with very little consequence.

This group stayed longer than the others. They explored the upper harbor, then chose the river west of the island and sailed up what is now called the Hudson as far as what is now Albany. From there, it must have been clear that this narrowing river was not leading to China and they left.

In the Lenape language, lenape translates as “the common man.” Sometimes they called themselves Lenni Lenape, which means “we, the people.” Europeans have labeled the language and the people Delaware. They were a loose confederation of populations living between the South River, the Delaware, and the North River, the Hudson. Until the twentieth century, it was believed that between eight and twelve thousand such people lived in what is today Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York, and Connecticut when Hudson arrived. But these low estimates were based on the count in the year 1700, which was three thousand. Starting in 1633, the Lenape had already been through at least fourteen epidemics of such European diseases as smallpox, malaria, and measles. More recently, archaeologists have concluded that as many as fifteen thousand lived in what is today New York City and possibly as many as fifty thousand others lived in the Lenape region.

Lenape villages were busy little clusters of longhouses made of bark and grass. They lived on fishing and hunting, and gathering nuts, fruit, and shellfish. They made clothes of cured deer and elk skins. In spring, coastal Lenapes set up large fishing camps. They trapped, netted, and speared shad and other river fish. They had monogamous marriages, but sexual relations between the unmarried were acceptable until Europeans introduced venereal diseases. The dead were greatly mourned. Sometimes mourners would blacken their faces for an entire year. The dead, it was believed, traveled along a star path. Each star in the Milky Way was believed to be a footprint.

[image: image]

Lenape village drawn on a Dutch map (circa 1655–77) by Claes Janzoon Visscher.
 NEW YORK PUBLIC LIBRARY

The Lenape believed that their history began when Kishelemukong, the creator, brought a giant turtle up from the deep ocean. The back of the turtle grew into a vast island, North America. They believed they had come to the mid-Atlantic from farther west and archaeologists agree, saying they arrived at the Atlantic three thousand years ago.

There were three major groups of Lenape and numerous subdivisions within those. They had few unifying institutions except language, and even that broke down into dialects. One of the groups, the Munsey, which means “mountaineers,” controlled the mountains near the headwaters of the Delaware. They also maintained hunting grounds in what is now the New York City area. It is the Munsey language that gave Manhattan and many other New York places their names. It is uncertain from which Munsey word the name Manhattan is derived. One theory is that it comes from the word manahactanienk, which means “place of inebriation,” but another is that it comes from manahatouh, meaning “a place where wood is available for making bows and arrows.” The even more prosaic possibility that is most often cited is that it comes from menatay, which simply means “island.”

Lenape and Lenni Lenape are Munsey words. Many of the subgroups have become place names. On Long Island, the Canarsee, the Rockaways, and the Massapequas all spoke Munsey. The Raritans, Tappans, and Hackensacks, all of whom spoke Unami, a different language in the same family as Munsey, controlled different parts of Staten Island, northern Manhattan, the Bronx, and parts of New Jersey. All of these people and other locals such as the Wieckquaesgecks of Westchester, ate oysters, and some may have traveled some distance for them. The Lenape who gave Hudson his first taste of New York oysters were from what is now Yonkers.

We know that the Lenape ate copious quantities of oysters because oyster shells last a very long time and they left behind tremendous piles of them. These piles, containing thousands of shells, have been found throughout the New York City area. Archaeologists call them shell middens. The most common marker of a pre-European settlement anywhere in the area of the mouth of the Hudson are these piles of oyster shells, sometimes as much as four feet deep, sometimes buried in the ground, sometimes piled high. The early-seventeenth-century Dutch were the first to note the shell middens. One such mountain of oyster shells gave Pearl Street, originally on the waterfront in lower Manhattan, its name. Contrary to popular belief, the street was not actually paved with oyster shells until many years after it was named for a midden. The Dutch found another midden at what is now the intersection of Canal Street and the Bowery and called it Kalch-Hook, Shell-Point.

Another pile was found alongside a forty-foot-deep inland pond, a favorite fishing spot of the Lenape and later the English, in the marshlands of lower Manhattan. The Dutch named the pond after the pile of oyster shells, calling it Kalck, which is Dutch for “lime,” the principal component of oyster shells. Later in the seventeenth century, when the British replaced the Dutch as the administrators of Manhattan, they, too, were struck by these shell piles. In 1692, Charles Lodwick wrote a letter back to England in which he reported, “Many shells of oysters and other shellfish are found up on high hills as well as valleys and sometimes two or three foot within the earth, but are supposed to have been brought there by the natives and fishing having served them for food, and the shell rotting serve for dung which is common in these parts now coming the Christians.”

Actually, shells don’t rot even for Christians, and some of them are thousands of years old. But the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European settlers sometimes took these shells and placed them in fields, where the lime would neutralize acid soil, a technique known at the time as “sweetening” the soil. They also burned shells to render lime paste to be used in colonial construction.

The middens were simply piles of shells. No one thought to seriously study these piles until the late nineteenth century. But they had always been something of a fascination on the landscape for some New Yorkers. Daniel Tredwell, a Brooklyn writer and journalist who lived from 1826 until 1921, wrote in his diary how he and his father enjoyed exploring middens in the 1830s. He wrote in 1839: “On the way out we pass many Indian shell heaps bleached as white as snow, which they much resemble at a distance. Some of them on the banks of the creek extend from fifteen to thirty feet upon the bank, and under water, in many instances entirely across the creek. These shell heaps, long ere this, has excited our curiosity and we had proposed all manner of questioning concerning their authors. These questions my father did not and could not satisfactorily answer, and we were consequently unsatisfied, and hence there was a constantly recurring inquiry.”

Many shell middens have survived. Up until the end of the nineteenth century, there were a number of them on the Rockaway Peninsula area—in the marshes of Woodmere Bay, Inwood, Hog (or Barnum’s) Island, and Far Rockaway. A particularly large one was a familiar sight in the Bayswater section of Far Rockaway. The middens even survived after Rockaway was developed as a beach resort in the late nineteenth century with the help of a fifty-cent train fare from Manhattan. But in the early twentieth century, when roads were being built for new automobiles, thousands of tons of shells were hauled away to use for road fill.

Most of the middens in Manhattan, Staten Island, and western Long Island are now gone. Numerous known sites lie beneath railroad tracks, city streets, dredged landfill, highways that hug the coastline, and docks. The Hudson railroad line was built along the eastern bank of the Hudson, tearing through numerous middens in the area just north of the city without regard for their archaeological value. What little remains of the midden near the Kalck Pond is covered by federal and state courthouses and the shops and restaurants of Chinatown. Archaeologists have found shells under some of the courthouses. In the twenty-first century, archaeologists and preservationists have been battling developers along the eastern Hudson bank to save some of the oldest middens of North America. In Dobbs Ferry, locals fought to stop a forty-four-acre condominium project that threatened to obliterate the oldest midden ever found on the Atlantic coast of North America.

Shell middens have been found all along the Atlantic coast of the United States and a few even older ones have been found in Europe, notably Denmark, but the lower Hudson from Peekskill to Staten Island and east to Long Island had an unusual concentration of them.

For the first 60 miles of the 315-mile-long Hudson River, from the southern tip of Manhattan until somewhere near what is now the town of Newburgh, the water remains salty enough for oysters and many other ocean species. The exact point where this ends and the Hudson becomes a freshwater river, what is called the salt line or the salt wedge, shifts from year to year and season to season. In a drought year the salt wedge can be seventy miles up the river. A few days of heavy rain can send it down to Manhattan. But the salt water will quickly rise up the river again even though this goes against the river’s normal flow. About thirty miles north of Manhattan, around the town of Peekskill, the Hudson veers to the northwest, which causes tidewaters to move toward the eastern bank, and any oyster eggs deposited in the salt water would drift there. Shellfish beds and therefore middens were clustered on that bank.

The several hundred midden sites that have been identified in the New York City area, ranging from a few square yards to several acres of dense heaps, are believed to be only a fraction of the number existing at the time of Hudson’s arrival. Middens are still being discovered. A midden was uncovered on Liberty Island during construction in the 1980s. In 1988, workmen found a midden below the Metro-North Railroad track while repairing cables.
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The earliest oyster species by far predate man. Fossils of tiny, barely visible oysters have been dated to the Cambrian period 520 million years ago. During the Permian period, 250 million years ago, before mammals or dinosaurs appeared, there was a sweeping shake-up in marine life that left many species extinct. Oysters, however, not only survived but became bigger and more numerous. They continued to prosper in the flowering Cretaceous period, the lush epoch when dinosaurs mysteriously vanished, from 144 million to 65 million years ago. About 65 million years ago, when humans first began developing, oysters started evolving into the species that exist today. Although modern species have significant differences from their ancestors, the fossil of a prehistoric oyster looks remarkably similar to a contemporary oyster shell.

The native shell beds of the New York area and their residents, Crassostrea virginica, are believed to have first appeared about 10,000 B.C. The oldest Atlantic shell midden, in Dobbs Ferry, has been carbon-dated to about 6950 B.C. give or take a hundred years—long before the arrival of the Lenape three thousand years ago. This marks the oldest evidence of humans ever found in the Hudson Valley. Numerous other middens have been dated to long before the Lenape, which means they must have been left by an earlier people. But many date to Lenape times, and the People continued to leave oyster-shell mounds into the nineteenth century.

Throughout the more than a century that the Hudson shell middens have been studied, historians and archaeologists have puzzled over an unsolvable mystery. Although it is known that like the Lenape, their aboriginal predecessors ate a wide range of shellfish available in the vast estuary that is New York Harbor, the middens almost exclusively contain oyster shells. Where are the clam and mussel shells? While the Lenape valued oysters as food, they regarded hard clams as money, especially the large ones with bluish inner shells that New Englanders call quahogs. They would make long, cylindrical blue-and-white shell beads and drill a lengthwise hole in the center, though how this was accomplished with the tools they had is not known. The beads were then strung together and traded by the string. A six-foot string, of considerable value, could have seven thousand beads. This may explain the fate of quahog shells but not what happened to the shells of other clams and other molluscs.

Adding to the confusion and mystery, when the Lenape buried their dead, they often covered them in oyster shells. They also did this when burying their dogs and numerous dog graves have been found throughout Manhattan with the animals curled nose to tail and covered with oyster shells. Was there then a religious significance to the shells? Or were they added to graves for their lime content?

Archaeologists have identified two distinct types of middens, which they have labeled kitchen middens and processing middens. The principal difference between them is that kitchen middens contain evidence of bones, nuts, and other food scraps, and sometimes tools—stone ax heads are particularly common in Manhattan kitchen middens—whereas processing middens exclusively contain oyster shells. It is supposed that a processing midden was a site in which oysters were preserved for winter provisions. The Lenape smoked and dried oysters in the same way they preserved fish. The kitchen middens, on the other hand, are thought to be places where shells were dumped after the oysters were eaten fresh. This still leaves unexplained the absence of other kinds of shells.

Also puzzling is why these people ate so many oysters. Oysters are not an efficient food source. Between 90 and 95 percent of their weight comes from the inedible shell, so gathering bags of oysters from the beds and dragging them to the middens for shucking yielded fairly little food for the effort. The Lenape approach of gathering oysters in dugout canoes, which may have also been used by earlier peoples, somewhat reduces the labor. Probably to lessen the amount of hauling, no midden has been found more than 160 feet from water. But it still was not an easy way of obtaining nutrition.

Furthermore, until the Europeans arrived, the Lenape had no way of prying open an oyster shell. No one has ever seen a stone tool capable of this task. The small abductor muscle that holds the shells closed on a living oyster exerts about twenty-two pounds of pressure. One theory is that the Lenape used a flint tool that could have been slipped in to cut the abductor muscle. But since the shells in the middens are mostly undamaged, it is thought that rather than force, some sort of heat was used to kill the oyster, which relaxes the muscle. Only about 120 degrees Fahrenheit is needed to kill and open an oyster. Some deep pits that have been found are thought to have been used for baking oysters. Indians taught the first Europeans in New York to wrap oysters in wet seaweed and throw them on hot coals until they opened. However they managed it, processing oysters is thought to have been the earliest form of year-round mass production practiced by New Yorkers.

But even given the effort, oysters do not produce particularly nourishing food. Modern nutritionists estimate that for a diet of oysters to furnish the caloric intake necessary for good health, an individual would have to eat about 250 oysters a day. One modern researcher estimated that it would take 52,267 oysters to supply the same number of calories to be had by eating one red deer.

An intriguing idea emerges. It is clear not only by logic but by the evidence of the kitchen remains that have been found that no Hudson people ever had a diet principally based on oysters. There is a tendency to think of early humans as struggling for survival and therefore eating what was nutritious, easily available, and efficiently exploited. But it seems in the case of the prehistoric occupants of the lower Hudson, exactly as did all of their successors, they supplemented their diets with oysters as a delicacy, a gastronomic treat that was eaten purely for the pleasure of it. And the delicacy was in demand beyond the immediate area of the beds. Oysters were bartered in trade with inland people such as the Iroquois.

The fifty-two thousand oysters required to equal a deer was a European calculation. Red deer, a European species, are larger than the indigenous whitetail. Europe had larger deer and smaller oysters than New York. To calculate the food value of New York oysters relative to the native whitetail deer, one would have to know whether the oysters came from the top or bottom of the midden. It is significant that the deeper archaeologists dig in a midden, the larger the shells they find. The large bottom shells are older than the smaller top ones, which shows that, contrary to popular belief, even before Europeans arrived, people were overharvesting oysters. On the bottom the very largest ones, described as “giant oysters,” measure eight to ten inches. This suggests that Dutch reports of foot-long oysters were only slightly exaggerated.

This discrepancy in the oyster sizes at the top and the bottom of the middens was the first of many warnings unheeded by the Salty People about the bounteous oyster beds of New York. A Crassostrea virginica, like fish and unlike humans, if not taken by man or other predators, and not killed by disease, will grow larger every year of their twelve to fifteen year lives. Factors such as salinity and water temperature determine the speed of growth. But the greatest factor in the size of an oyster is age: how long it has been left to grow in its bed before being harvested. Apparently even back in the distant millennia, there was a tendency to harvest all of the older, larger oysters, and then when none was left, the oyster gatherers started taking younger, smaller ones. In fact, everywhere that oyster-shell middens have been studied, including Maryland and Denmark, the same phenomenon has been found: The biggest shells were on the bottom, indicating that the largest oysters were the most valued and consequently taken first. There is even a measurable prehistoric phenomenon that as population density increased, oyster sizes diminished. This shortsighted and uncontrolled attraction for the biggest seems to be an inherent universal human trait. Eventually this could have led to a crisis, but prehistoric New Yorkers never stretched their resource to that point.
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