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~h~ .eat ~yste'r~ can be sepa~ated into two groups: 
only':::t~:::::b",.. :.:'::;::::::m;ll:::!::::::I:!:::i::i':':iif eat them cooked and those who think oysters are best eaten raw. 


iii The distance between those people at the opposite extremes - those who 

are sickened by the idea of the oyster and those who prefer to devour them 

right out of the shell, quivering and alive - is great. Infinite, probably. 
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TASTtS Of TtXAS 

CALENDAR OF FOOD EVENTS 


February 

31-6 Mission: Texas Citrus Fiesta. Parade of Oranges. 210 585-9724. 
4-6 Navasota: Go Texan Days. Barbecue and chili cookoffs. Grimes County Fairgrounds. 
5 Fredericksburg: Annual Turkey Dinner. Gillespie County Fairgrounds. 210 997-7551. 
10 Pharr: Taste of the ValIey. International Convention Center. 210787-1481. 
11-13 Abilene: Celebrity Quail Hunt. Dinner, auction. 915 677-6815. 
13 Truscott: Grandma's Sunday Dinner. Country-style noon meal. Community Center. 817474-3288. 
17-18 Houston: livestock Show and Rodeo Cookoff and Barbecue. Astrodome parking lot. 713 791-9000. 
18-19 Laredo: Jalapeno Festival. 210 722-0589. 
26Pott Aransas: Lions Club Seafood and Game Dinner. Civic Center. 512749-5764. 

N~< "~~~»¢'G....l:llt~~J?!n=.T= A&M.Kingovill,. 512 595.2810. 
4-6 ..·FtJ.lt()n,:~~.t.~st6'i.an~Q~t#tS~~mg contest. 800242-0071. 
5 ··tOdes~~:D"~~$CIilli~9f536~f556. 
llfIumble: Pancake Breakfast and Renegade Ro1.Uldup. 713446-2128. 
11 Shiner: FFA Stock Show. Barbecue Chicken Dinner. Green-Dickson Park. 512 594-3120. 
11-12 Alpine: Western Heritage Chuck Wagon Cookoff. 915837-2326. 
12 Port Arthur: Taste of Gumbo. Area restaurants compete. Civic Center. 409 963-1141. 
12-13 Granbury: General Granbury's Binhday. Bean and Rib Cookoff. 800 950-2212. 
13 Moulton: Polka Festival. Fried Chicken Dinner and polka. KC Hall. 512 596-4910. 
13 Truscott: Grandma's Sunday Dinner. Noon meal of fried chicken and barbecue. 817 474-3288. 
19 Castroville: St. Louis WUd Game Dinner. 210 538-2267. 
19 Fredericksburg: Wild Game Dinner. Gillespie County Fairgrounds. 210 997-4315. 
19 Texarkana: African-American Foodways. 903 792-8681. 
19 Tyler: Chili Cookoff. Sharon Shrine Temple. 903 561-8708. 
19-20 Palestine: 10th Go Texan Barbecue Cookoff. 903731-8081. 
25-27 Bridge City: Texas Crawfish and Saltwater Crab Festival. 409 379-3560. 
26 Kerrville: Wild Game Dinner. Hill Country Youth Exhibit Center. 210 257-7611. 

April 

2 Luling: Roughneck Chili and Barbecue Cookoffs. Civic Center. 210 
8-9 Sonora: West Texas Championship Barbecue and Chili Cookoff. 
8-10 Poteet: 47th Poteet Strawberry Festival. 210 742-8144. 
9-10 Grand Prairie: 19th Prairie Dog Chili Cookoff and World ChalriPio:nship PiddedQ~Egg .&tun!! Contest. 

Traders Village. 214 647-2331./ .... .•...•• ...•. .. 
10 Truscott: Grandma's Sunday Dinner. 817474-3288. ••....••..••..•. •.• .•.·i< 
15-16 Galveston: Shrimp Festival and square dancing. Moody Cenic;i,409V()5~S308. 
15-17 Mauriceville: Crawfish Festival. Orange County Fairgroufflk409Z~.,;3777. 
15-17 Zapata: Zapata County Heritage Festival. Heritage f~()~~tt)l'tillaeating" dancing, and rodeo. 210765-3062. 
16 Cleburne: Springfest. Barbecue cookoff. 817 641-4562J./ 
16 Magnolia: Cajun Gumbo Cookoff. 713 356-1488. .. . 
17 Sealy: KC Chicken Fry and Polka Fest. KC Hall. 409 885-6786. 
22-24 Crowell: Cynthia Ann Parker Days. Wdd Hog Cookoff, dance, rodeo. 817 684-1670. 
22-24 Spring: Texas Crawfish Festival. Preservation Park. 800 OLD-TOWN. 
22-24 Gladewater: East Texas Gusher Days. Pioneer luncheon and chill cookoff. 903845-5501. 
23 Weslaco: Onionfest. Harlon Block Park. 210 968-2102. 
29-1 Spring: Crawfish Festival. 800 OLD-TOWN. 
29-30 Waco: Chili Cookoff. Heart O'Texas Fair Complex. 817776-1660. 
30 Llano: Barbecue Cookoff. Badu Park. 915 247-5354. 
30 Waco: Heart O'Texas Championship Barbecue Cookoff. Heart O'Texas Fairgrounds. 409 569-8650. 



Tnt RAW AND TIlt COOl(tD 


Eating the Oyster 

Coming up with oyster recipes was a difficult chore because I, like many people, believe the oyster is best raw, on its 
own, with nothing to obscure its unique flavor. Nevertheless, oysters do enhance and complement. The secret to cooking 
with oysters is not to overwhelm them. . 

Oysters on the Half Shell 

The supreme way to enjoy oysters is freshly opened, on the half shell. A good salty 
it, although a light squeeze of lemon is acceptable. If this is not your practice, I urge you to sampleth~9~~~Y~ 
discover its addictive, complex: flavor. And don't forget to drink the liquor, nectar of the sea. 

Once I too was one of those thoughtless people who drowned oysters in catsup, smother! 
I graduated to a bit of horseradish, and even planted my own horseradish for this purpose. But eventually I decided that 
horseradish also stood in the way of the oyster itself. T abasco, vinegary mignonette sauce, all of these things are unnecessary 
distractions for the true oyster lover. As for broiling the oyster with mounds of cheese, bacon, spinach: you might as well for
get the trouble of the oyster and grill yourself up some tasty little blobs ofcheese and spinach. 

Baked or Grilled Oysters 

There are some delightful ways to cook oysters, however. Baking the oyster in a hot oven is an easy~~Y.~~i~. 
stubborn, defensive mollusk open on its own. Wash off the oysters and stick them in a 425 degreeov~\Intil.~~p~l¥#; 
They'll be barely warm, so ifyou want to dip them in say, butter with garlic, you'll need to mel!~~#~rniixture./ 

You can also grill the oysters on your barbecue or even in your fireplace. Again, wash off tlt¢o~~9t;\11;Jt.anapl~? .. 
them either right on the grill and dose the top for the direct flame method or on a piece ofsh@tmet;U.~~~th~~~tllf> 
wet burlap for an effect more like steaming. In either case, the grill should be fairly close - thre¢ tofqqt!ij.~itfti:l~~~; 
Your hardware store can cut some sheet metal to fit on your barbecue. To grill in your 6replace;la*siJm~9P~si~g~~~· 
those long-handled grilling baskets and hold over the fire until your arms get tired or the oysters pop open.B~tarctulri.ot to 
dump the oyster water into the flame. If you have a wintry beach, a good fire, and a lot of friends, a sack of oysters cooked 
under those circumstances is very fine. 

Oysters en Brochette 

You're probably wondering why I'm telling you such simple recipes. This is the way oysters taste best. We'll get to more 
complicated things. 

Bacon is one of the oyster's best companion foods. Oysters en brochette is nothing but thin strips of~~Q:);\1#1~ppfid 
around big fat oysters and stuck on a wooden or metal skewer. Don't use thick sliced bacon fortrus, all.90c;utt1ie~~Il.4i*f· 
pieces that just fit around your plumpest oysters. Stick under the broiler until the bacon is done~6jt6~tllking;kifigqH-~1 
not to overcook the oysters. Actually, you don't even need a skewer. Just wrap the bacon around.ihb~~~,.fasten t()gedter 
with a toothpick, and cook under the broiler in a broiling pan. Ifyou're worried about cooking the o~t~t:~t~mJdJ..yoJ 
can fry up the bacon a little bit first, let it cool, and then wrap it around the oysters. ... ..... .. .. .... .. ... . . 

Gulf Coast Oyster Stew 

I'm fibbing about the name, of course. The ancient Romans probably made the exact same broth. People all over the 
world make oyster stew this way, which is the most elegant preparation. After you've savored this minimal stew, you'll think 
any of the standard additional ingredients superfluous. 

1 quart freshly shucked oysters 
2 cups oyster liquor 
4 tablespoons butter 
2 cups milk or cream or mixture of the two 
fresh ground black pepper to taste Continued on page 4 

http:open.B~tarctulri.ot
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Oyster Stew continued 

You'll need three POtS for this. In the first, melt the butter. In the second, bring the oyster liquor to a boil, skimming off 
the scum as it rises. In the third, heat the milk but do not boil. (I prefer the lightness of milk in this recipe, especially if 
you've got fresh shucked oysters.) Add hot oyster liquor to hot milk. Add oysters to pan with butter and shake around over 
heat until edges of oysters begin to ruffle. Pour hot milk and oyster liquor into pan with oysters. Serve immediately with 
sprinkling ofground pepper. If the oysters are good and salty there's no need to add salt, though ifyou're using commercial
ly shucked oystets they probably won't be because they've lost their original salty liquor and been washed in fresh water. 
There's also no need to add paprika, mace, celery salt, Tabasco, or anything else to this delicate soup. 

Makes 4 to 6 bowls. 

Fried Oysters 

We tried every possible method of frying oysters in our experimental kitchen and concluded that oysters rolled in bread 
crumbs spiked with corn meal was the best. Corn meal alone was too coarse. Crushed crackers was okay but not so interest
ing as bread crumbs. The corn meal boosted the bread crumbs with some gritty texture and corn taste, another eternally 
great flavor partner for oysters. 

Stuff your fried oysters inside a toasted french roll and you've got a classic sandwich. 

Any amount of oysters, drained of liquor 
Two cups lightly toasted plain bread crumbs 
Three or four tablespoons of yellow cornmeal 
Salt, cayenne, paprika to taste 
Peanut or corn oil 

Mix the bread crumbs, cornmeal, and seasonings together on a plate with a fork. Dry oysters on paper towel a bit and 
roll into bread crumbs. Toss around until coated. Add enough oil to frying pan to make depth of about 112 inch. When oil 
is hot enough so that a drop of water (in some kitchens it's spit) pops, place oystets in pan and fry until outside is lightly 
crisped. This will take only a minute or two. 

Ginger Creamed Oysters on Biscuits 

This makes an unforgettable brunch dish, but you can eat it anytime. The bright, pungent taste ofginger is an exciting 
contrast to the somber depth of the oysters. You could also serve this with rice or even on toast ifyou prefer. 

1 quart oysters with liquor 
4 rablespoons butter 
4 teaspoons flour 
4 tablespoons sherry 
2 cups cream 
4 teaspoons grated fresh ginger 
salt 
white pepper 

Strain liquor from oysters and heat liquor in a pot, skimming scum as it boils. Reduce to about halE In saucepan, melt 
butter and cook flour lightly. Add sherry and cook down a bit. Add oyster liquor and stir. Add cream and cook slowly, stir
ring until it begins to thicken. Add fresh ginger and cook for several minutes until you can smell the ginger. Add oystets and 
cook just until oysters begin to curl at the edges, not more than three minutes. Season with salt and white pepper to taste. 
Serve over your favorite hot biscuits cut in half, buttered if you like. 

Makes enough for six to eight. 

Continued on page 18 



Texas Oysters 

FROM PAGE ONE 

Such radically opposed points of view 
color the debate over whether oysters are 

safe to eat. And no doubt they have been influenc
ing the argument since the beginning of recorded his
tory, since oysters have forever been of sustenance 
to humankind and have been controversial, rec
ognized as a potential source of illness and 
even death, for almost as long. 

Look into the soul of a scientist who is absolute
ly adamant about the profound dangers of eating oys
ters and you will find someone who has never eaten 
oysters anyway, cannot understand their appeal, and 
would not eat them anywhere, anytime. For that sort 
of person, the slippery oyster is a filthy filter 
feeder, a noxious bivalve sucking up bacteria, 
viruses, and chemical 
pollutants, disgusting 
in texture and appear
ance. 

Question another 
expert who insists oysters, 
even raw oysters, are fine 
to eat as long as one 
understands the risks and 
takes precautions, and 
you will discover some
one who has been a life
long oyster addict. For 
that individual the oyster 
is the essence of the sea 
itself, smelling and 
tasting of the sea: 
musky, salty, clean, 
and sweet; carrying all 
the power and primal 
mystery of the oceans. 

The problem for 
the average person is 
to determine the facts 

THE OYSTER IS THE ESSENCE 


OF THE SEA ITSELF, CARRYING 


ALL THE POWER AND PRIMAL 


MYSTERY OF THE OCEANS. 


and make a reasonable decision about eating 
oysters. For the oyster eater living in Texas, 
the further task is to sort through the hyste
ria about pollution of Texas bays and figure 
out whether Texas oysters in particular are safe. 

.,,,;·,·,;;;,.oi)l('W1;,Xi(!l'
:f"'" . 

I'm not going to leave you dangling. There 
are risks in eating any raw protein, any raw 
seafood, and any raw oysters. I am an oyster 
lover, and to me the pleasures far outweigh the 
risk. Eating oysters today is safer than it 
was 50 years ago, certainly safer than it was in 
the nineteenth century, when diners across the 
country gorged themselves on fresh oysters packed in 
barrels and shipped out on the railroads. 

As for oysters harvested from Texas bays, recent 
studies have shown that oysters from much maligned 
Galveston Bay, the source of 80 percent of Texas
grown oysters, are as safe as any oysters taken from 
clean waters elsewhere in the world - as long as the 
shellfish come from state-approved waters in 

Galveston. And no oysters may be 
sold in this state unless they meet federal and state 
health standards. 

Even better news: the misunderstood and 
frequently ignored Texas oyster, according to 
some connoisseurs, could be the best of all the 
American oysters. 

Smith Point sits at the end ofa spit ofland jutting 
out from the eastern shore of Galveston Bay. The 

countryside is lush and deeply rural. Stands of huge 

JOE NELSON 



pines scent the moist, sweet-salt air. It seems impos serves only fresh-caught local seafood. Take the short side 
sible that oysters here would be anything less than road off to the right, and drive up to where the cars and 
what nature intended. Clumps of irises grow wild in ups are parked at the docks in the back. Ben, a latge man, 
the ditches, and the tall grasses in the fields have owns Jeri's Seafood and is the biggest oyster dealer on 
flowered and turned pale yellow, pink, and red with Galveston Bay. The business of the older and smaller 
the season's frost. The winding road leading to Smith 
Point passes by the Anahuac National Wildlife 
Refuge, home in winter to flocks of thousands of migrat
ing geese, who hammer the ground with their beaks scav
enging food, setting up a low rumble that sounds like the 
hum of a huge factory in the pastoral distance. What struc
tures you see in this soft, graceful landscape are cabins 
belonging to 

Joe, is "somewhere in the top five," says Joe Nelson. Both 
brothers have been fishing commercially for oysters, shrimp, 
and fish all their lives, as their father did before them. 

Texas versus Louisiana 
The Louisiana oyster has the reputation of being the 

finest oyster on the Gulf Coast, a status due in part to the 
fact that Louisiana, where good food is part of the culture, 

by far pro
hunting clubs, 
and old, gen
teel farmhous
es set back 
under massive 
magnolia 
trees. Until a 
few decades 
ago, the only 
roads were 
oyster-shell 
roads, and 
before that 
there were no 
roads at all. 
Joe Nelson 

TEXAS CANNOT SELL ALL 

duces more 
oysters and 
promotes 
them berter 
than any 
other Gulf 
state. "We 
don't have 
them kinda 
songs in 
Texas," says 
Joe Nelson, 
referring to 

paeans to 
U crawfish pie, 
jambalaya, 
and fIler 
gumbo." 
Louisiana, 

OYSTERS IT COULD PRODUCE arrived in Smith 

IN A MARKET DEPRESSED BY 	 Point in 1936 as a 
newborn babe, rid-

OYSTER PHOBIA. ing in a suitcase in ----.... 

his fisherman 
father's boat across the bay from Galveston. 

Ofall the areas which serve as centers for the oyster 
industry in the Galveston Bay system - Smith Point, 
Dickinson Bay, San Leon, and Eagle Point - the oysters 
from picturesque Smith Point are the most desired, prized 
for their remote and pristine surroundings, even though 
most of the oysters from Smith Point are harvested in cen
tral Galveston Bay, just like the oysters brought to shucking 
houses at other points on the bay. At Smith Point, Nelson 
and his younger brother, Ben, own the two oyster broker
ages and shucking houses a couple of hundred feet across 
from each other on gray-green Pix Bayou. Look off to the 
right of Highway 563 for the Little Harvest seafood cafe 
and Van-Ta-Un store (originally named Vingt'une after the 
nearby Vingt'une Islands - a previous proprietor thought 
the spelling looked too Vietnamese). Both establishments 
are owned by Nelson and his wife, Doris, and the cafe 

where oysters are seeded and cultivated in the state's many 
bays and bayous, harvests three to five times the oys
ters that Texas does. 

The Apalachicola oyster in Florida has the respect of 
serious eaters, a position that may also reflect the fact that 
historically and until the 1970s, Florida was the second 
largest producer of Gulf Coast oysters. No longer. Texas, 
which cannot sell all the oysters it could harvest in a market 
depressed by oyster phobia, has been second in oysters 
among the Gulfstates for the past two decades. The change 
in rank, however, is not the result of an increase in the har
vest in Texas. Production here, despite major losses of oys
ter beds in parts of the state, has remained more or less the 
same for the past 30 years. The shift is due to an alarming 
drop in the oyster population in other parts of the country. 
"You don't know how damn lucky we are," says Dr. Sammy 
Ray, oyster specialist with Texas A&M in Galveston, referring 
to the relative good health of Galveston Bay's oyster reefs. 

Traditionally the Chesapeake Bay in Maryland has held 
the most prolific oyster grounds in the United States, yield
ing tens of millions of pounds annually, more than all of 
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AND EAGLE POINT ON THE OPPOSITE 

SHORE LIE THE MOST FERTILE OYSTER 

GROUNDS IN GALVESTON BAY. 

-'"'"'"' -~ ----~-- ..--.,..--- ... --..-
'. 

the Gulf states combined. By comparison, the Pacific Coast 
provides only a small percentage of the nation's oysters. 
Since the early 1980s, however, the oysters of Chesapeake 
Bay have declined drastically. Production in recent years has 
been a tenth of what it was in the 1960s, less than one per
cent ofwhat it was in the oyster-bingeing nineteenth centu
ry. Scientists are in disagreement over the causes. An intru
sion ofsaltwater in the bay is one possibility. Similarly, 
encroaching saltwater and a loss of fresh water have con
tributed to the disappearance of the oyster from Corpus 
Christi and other bays of the lower Texas coast. 

As a result of the century-long decline in Maryland, 
Florida, as well as Mississippi, national landings of oysters 
are now half what they were in the early 1960s. Oyster 
lovers in Maryland, as well as Florida, Virginia, the 
Carolinas, Mississippi, Alabama, New York, and the rest 
of the country, are now eating oysters from the Lone Star 
state, hauled across country in refrigerated 18-wheelers like 
the one parked next to the docks at Fisherman's Harvest, 
Joe Nelson's oyster business. 

Smith Point is a promontory jutting out like a hook 
between Trinity Bay on the north and East Bay on the 

south. Lying beneath four to twelve feet of water in a three 
mile wide strip stretching across central Galveston Bay from 
Smith Point on the east to Eagle Point on the opposite 
shore are the most fertile oyster grounds in the bay system. 
A century ago at low tide cowboys could herd cattle across 
these ancient shell islands from one side of the bay to the 
other. Historically 75 to 80 percent of the oysters from 
Galveston Bay have been brought out of this 30 square-mile 
area. To the north of this narrow band the water tends to 
be too fresh: oysters can't live in it. And to the south the 
water is too salty: oysters become subject to diseases and 
salt-water predators like drills, starfish, and crab. Unusually 
heavy rains in recent years have brought a change to this 
pattern: oysters are now being harvested in the south part of 
Galveston Bay, known as the middle ground, where there 
hadn't been any shellfish in four decades. All of these his
toric oyster beds are located in the middle of some of the 
cleanest water in the bay system. 

The offices of Fisherman's Harvest - there is no sign 
are in a weathered, two-story wooden building perched 
amid a jumble of piers on the side of greasy Pix Bayou, a 
well-used stream, laden with the remains of half-sunken and 
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abandoned fishing boats, leading through the salt grasses 
out to the vast, gray expanse of the bay. Out in the yard, 
surrounded by trucks and old trailers, is a huge pile 
of oyster shells. 

Upstairs, above the shiny, white-tiled shucking and 
washing rooms, Nelson and his wife, ofren with their twO 
daughters, work seven days a week - or at least they plan to, 
he says - in order to get in five good days with the rough 
winter weather during the oyster season from November 
through the end of April. When he's not on the phone buy
ing and selling oysters, Nelson passes the time waiting for 
the oyster boats to come in throwing darts and drinking 
coffee. He's throwing darts when I arrive. I am late, having 
taken by mistake the very long way around, through 
Galveston and by way of the Bolivar ferry. Due to extreme 
hunger and an excess of salt air, I found it necessary to stop 
fOr some of the ~ost delicately fried fresh local oysters and 
shrimp on the coast: at a litde shack of a place called Zeb's 
in Crystal Beach. 

Now 57 years old, Nelson has been selling oysters since 
he was ten. He has thick, dark 
blond hair and a rugged, hand- ~----... --~-~~... ---. ~~... -- 

some face, though the bridge 
of his nose looks like a truck 
ran over it. He is a bit suspi
cious at first. Negative publici
ty about oysters and constant 
reports of pollution have badly 
damaged the oyster business, 
and Nelson is almost bitter 
about the local prejudice 

FOUND IT NECESSARY TO STOP 

FOR SOME OF THE MOST DELI

CATELY FRIED FRESH OYSTERS 


AND SHRIMP ON THE COAST: AT 


ZEB'S IN CRYSTAL BEACH. 


against Texas oysters and Galveston Bay. Some markets and 
restaurants in Houston, for instance, refuse to sell oysters or 
any seafood at all from Galveston Bay. Nelson has com
plaints about the paperwork required by federal and state 
shellfISh safety regulations. But he knows that the system 
helps promote consumer confidence, and wishes state and 
federal agencies would help publicize it. 

"I don't feel the (federal Food and Drug 
Administration) people are actually giving us the support 
they could give us," he says. "The state Health Department 
is not patting itself on the back and telling what a good job 
its doing. (The state Department of) Parks and Wildlife is 
not supporting the industry like it could. They never have 
done anything in the (Parks and Wildlife) magazine. 
We've asked. They could do a lot better job helping 
educate people." 

About pollution, Nelson, an advocate of greater envi
ronmental protection fOr Texas bays, says "there's probably 
a lot less than what there used to be. But I'm a firm believer 
in that we could do a lot bener than what we're doing." 
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The N adona! Shellfish Sanitation Program 

A n epidemic of typhoid fever during the 1924-25 
..l"loyster season led to the establishment of the 

National Shellfish Sanitation Program in 1925. The pro
gram has made oysters, because they are eaten raw, among 
the most closely watched fOods in the country. Supervised 
by the federal Food and Drug Administration and enfOrced 
by the states, the shellfish sanitation program has been 
responsible for eliminating shellfish-related typhoid as well 
as reducing other shellfish-related illnesses in the United 
States, primarily through a rigorous system of testing, classi
tying, and monitoring marine waters. Oysters reflect and 
concentrate what's in the water around them so the bacteri jological standard fOr waters in which oysters are harvested is 
very strict: more than 14 times cleaner than recreational 

1waters. "The water has to be very, very clean," says Kirk 
Wiles, assistant directOr of the Shellfish Division of the ! 
Texas Department of Health. 1

Guidelines for the shellfish program cover everything 
from where oysters can be 
harvested to handling by 
wholesalers, and are 
updated annually by the 
Interstate Shellfish 
Sanitation Conference, a 
body of delegates from 
oyster-producing states, 
including representatives 
of industry, the scientific 

and health communities, and government agencies. Oysters, 
which are randomly tested by state health inspectors at the 
shucking plants, can be taken only from approved areas. 
They must be tagged with their place of origin, and dealers, 
who have to be inspected and certified by the state, must 
keep records of where the oysters they buy are from. In 
Texas, you cannot buy oysters off a boat: oysters can be sold 
legally only if identified with a tag from a certified oyster 
dealer. 

"This fOod is the most regulated of any food," says 
Dave Dressel, chief of the Shellfish Sanitation branch in the 
Office of Seafoods of the FDA in Washington, D.C. 

Health risks from eating raw oysters come primarily 
from two sources: viruses and bacteria found in waters cont
aminated by human and animal waste, and bacteria which 
are carried naturally in sea water. While bacteria can multi
ply in oysters improperly stored at warm temperatures, 
viruses do not. The majority of illnesses associated with 
shellfish have their source in contaminated waters rather 
than poor handling or even warm weather, according to 
Karl Klontz, epidemiologist with the FDA in 
Washington, D.C. 

There is popular concern, especially among environ



mentalists, about industrial toxins in oysters. "The state 
health department is only checking for bacteria, not for 
heavy metals or other toxicants such as PAHs - polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons, or PCBs and DDT," says Dr. 
Robert McFarlane, a founder of the Galveston Bay 
Foundation and a biologist who served as a consultant on 
an important 1992 study of toxic contamination of marine 
life in Galveston Bay. The study, commissioned by the 
Galveston Bay National Estuary Program, found that oys
ters, as well as other seafood taken from approved waters in 
the bay, did not contain enough toxic contaminants to cre
ate a risk to public health - although what constituted an 
acceptable risk for steady consumers of fish, crab, and other 
seafood taken recreationally from restricted waters - for 
example, the upper end of the Houston Ship Channel, 
which is closed to oystering - remained an unanswered 
question.The health department, incidentally, advises 
against eating catfish and crabs taken from the upper end of 
Galveston Bay and the ship channel north of Morgan's 
Point. 

Wiles says the health 
department has looked at 
chemical levels in oysters. 
"We don't find them at a 
level that represents a public 
health problem," he says, 
adding that "there's all kinds 
of trace elements in every
thing.» Areas polluted with 
heavy metals, chemical 
wastes, and agricultural 
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any case, marine waters else
where in the United States 
are monitored for the pres
ence of the organism. Cases 
of paralytic shellfish poi
soning in these modern 
times are few. 

What is constantly pre
sent in our warm Gulf 
waters, as well as marine 
waters around the world, are 

runoff are already closed to oyster harvesting because of 
high levels of fecal coliform bacteria, Wiles points out. 

The most common illness associated with eating raw 
oysters is gastroenteritis, usually caused by the Norwalk 
virus. The Norwalk virus or Norwalk-like viruses can last 
from one to two days, and the symptoms can include vom
iting and diarrhea. Recovery is complete. The systems in 
place for monitoring marine waters, while better at identifY
ing bacterial dangers, are not perfect for discovering viruses 
like the Norwalk, says Klontz, so even oysters from 
approved waters can carry the illness, as evidenced by an 
outbreak of Norwalk on the East Coast last &11, traced to 
oysters from approved waters in Louisiana. 

A case of gastroenteritis is your most likely problem to 
result from eating raw oysters. 

Less common, although everyone seems to know some
one who has contracted it, is hepatitis A, a viral infection 
which can result in a sickness ranging in severity from 
something like a mild flu to jaundice. Oysters usually get 
the blame, but hepatitis A can be contracted from a wide 
variety of foods, including unwashed fruit. The incubation 
period is 15 to 50 days, making it difficult to know for cer
tain what you ate that made you iII, and it can last up to 

four to eight weeks. Recovery from this variety of hepatitis 
is also complete and renders the individual immune to 
hepatitis A. In other words, you can't get it again, even 
from eating oysters. The most recent reported epidemic, an 
outbreak of 60 cases in 1988, was blamed on bootlegged 
oysters hauled out of a sewage-contaminated bayou in 
Panama City, Florida. 

Cholera, even typhoid, might be a concern in less 
developed countries. Not in the United States. 

There are some other, more serious, but extremely rare 
health risks in eating oysters. Narure, contrary to popular 
belief, is not entirely benign, and there are naturally occur
ring organisms in sea water which are potentially life
threatening. 

In colder, northern waters around the world, oysters 
can at certain times of the year collect a disease called para
lytic shellfish poisoning, caused by dynoflagellates in the 
water. Paralytic shellfish poisoning, which has been around 
since the beginning of time, can result in death, but the 
problem does not occur in our warmer Gulf waters, and in 

bacteria called vibrio vulnificus. The bacteria are particularly 
prevalent during the warmer months, thos~ without R's in 
them, although scientists maintain that the tradition of not 
eating oysters in those warmer months has nothing to do 
with this, since vibrio vulnificus bacteria were not identified 
until the mid 1970s, says the FDA's Dressel. 

Most of us healthy people are unaffected by vibrio bac
teria, which are carried by all raw seafood. In fact, we prob
ably eat it all the time, says Dressel. We certainly swim in it, 
or at least &ll into it, and can be infected that way too. At 
the extreme vibrio vulnificus might cause us some mild 
digestive upset for a day or so. However, for those with 
compromised immune systems, cirrhosis or liver dysfunc
tion, or gastric disorders that lower stomach acidity, vibrio 
vulnificus can be a life-threatening illness. An average of a 
dozen oyster-eaters a year die from vibrio vulnificus, about 
three-fourths of them alcoholics with liver damage; the rest 
are people with immune system deficiencies from other 
causes, says Klontz. 

Because their immune system is altered, and 
because in general the risk of becoming ill is higher, 
pregnant women are advised not to eat raw oysters, 
or any raw animal protein. 



While most experts usually say that cooking 
your oysters, or your clams or mussels or lobster or 
shrimp, kills these bacteria and viruses, there is some 
contrary opinion that light steaming or poaching is 
not sufficient to eliminate the problem. Since oys
ters, to deliver the most pleasure, should be cooked 
as little as possible, certainly not for more than three 
minutes, it's possible that the alternative of cooking, 
while mollifying those who cringe at the thought of 
raw oysters, may not be of much protection for the 
health conscious - unless you're willing to cook your 
oysters longer, say four to six minutes. Freezing, on 
the other hand, does at least reduce the bugs. 
Would you want to eat a frozen oyster? Not me, 
but some people do. 

These potential illnesses, examined up close, sound 
frightening, but the bottom line on this issue is that «in the 
overall spectrum of things, fOr a healthy person, (eating raw 
oysters) is a pretty small risk," says Klontz. It is safer to 
eat oysters now than it has been in a hundred years. 
Even though there may be more pollution, there are 
more controls, says the government epidemiologist, 
who admits to not having much of an appetite for 
oysters. "I like them fried, though," he says. 

University ofTexas physician, Herbert DuPont, an 
expert on infectious disease, went even further in an editor
ial in the New England Journal of Medicine. He says 
chicken is more dangerous than oysters. Pointing out the 
rarity of outbreaks of severe illness connected with eating 
oysters or any other shellfish, raw or cooked, Dr. DuPont 
wrote, "In fact, poultty-associated salmonellosis and 
campylobacteriosis have more public health importance." 

T he white-painted boats used for oystering by Joe 
Nelson, as well as by his brother, Ben, are great 

wide, flat-bottomed boats with open sides and white canvas 
canopy tops. 
They are so basic, 
so elegant and 
slow, they look 
timeless; so sim
ple, they look 
exotic, like some
thing out ofa 
dream, or a clas
sical Dutch 

sun and saltwater, is maybe 20 feet wide, wide enough to 
suggest a dance floor, or even an open air market, since at 
the end of the day the deck is loaded with rows of clean 
burlap sacks filled with oysters and tagged, as required by 
the state health department, with the name of the captain 
of the boat and the area where the oysters were harvested: 
Dollar Reef, Redfish Bar. 

Nelson and I have zipped out to one ofhis boats on a 
flat, rectangular vehicle called a ski barge, which is nothing 
more than a steering wheel, a stool, and a flat, postage 
stamp-sized floor to stand on. No sides, no handles. It's 
like riding on a magic carpet standing up. I tty not to 
clutch onto the wheel. Nelson, of course, does not wear a 
life jacket, having been nearly born in the sea, and I don't 
either. We roar over the water, flying through what appears 
to me to be a featureless, frothy expanse of cold, salty blue
gtayness. Invisible on the watery horizon are more than a 
hundred water sampling stations mapped out around the 
bay, each checked anywhere from a dozen to 30 times a 
year. (The same system and standards apply in other Texas 
bays, as well as across the country.) 

Galveston Bay, like most bays on our country's coast
line, does have pollution problems as well as other threats 
to its health, including loss ofwetlands, subsidence, and 
disruption of criticial water flow patterns. Since the early 
1950s, waters in the most heavily populated and industrial
ized areas of the bay system have been closed, among them 
all of the areas, including the upper ship channel, which 
regularly make headlines because of some toxic spill or con
tamination. Only about half of the 335,000 acre bay sys
tem is open to harvesting of shellfish. Some 6,000 of the 
bay's 7.500 acres of oyster reef lie in these open waters. 
Today, even the shoreline along bucolic Smith Point is 
closed to oystering because the state's high water quality 
standard for shellfish targets fecal matter created by large 
populations ofgeese, shorebirds, cattle, and other wildlife, 
says the health department's Wiles. 

IN THE OVERALL SPECTRUM T he captains and crews of Nelson's 
three boats are mainly all SpanishOF THINGS, FOR A HEALTHY 

speaking. Nelson also buys oysters from other 

PERSON, EATING RAW OYS independent oystermen, people he can trust, 
he says, to haul up oysters only from 

TERS IS A PRETTY SMALL approved waters. Poaching - collecting oys
ters from unapproved waters - is what conRISK, SAYS KLONTZ. 
cerns many observers who mistrust the moni

~~~~~~----------------

painting, or a Joseph Conrad story. The 
them from boats used in Louisiana. They have a shallow 
draft, good for shallow oyster waters, and no fancy dec
tronic equipment for locating the oysters. The oystermen 
use the long bamboo poles stored at the bow to poke into 
the sand, shell, and clay on the bottom feeling for beds. 
The large, wood-planked front deck, bleached pale by the 

toring system, and the single most important reason oysters 
should only be purchased from a certified oyster dealer 
and never from the back of anyone's boat or truck. 

"I buy from people that work for me just about all the 
time," says Nelson. "I don't unload from boats that come 
back at 8 or 9 o'clock in the morning that's been out the 
night before somewhere illegal. I wouldn't buy from 'em. 



"We work this bay ourselves. I run my own boats. I can long time." says marine biologist Ray. 
look at an oyster and tell you where it comes from. I can Nelson selects an oyster off the table on the boat. With 
look at the shell and tell if it's from polluted waters. I've a quick motion, he breaks the hinge and flips it open with 
been here all my life. Some people been in the industry for his knife and offers it to me. The pillowy. cream-colored 
20, 30. 40 years. Some are in it for the quick dollar. The oyster sits like a jewel in its crusry box, floating elegantly in 
ones in it for the quick dollar give the 
industry a bad image." 

The crew's wages were based on the 
day's catch, and they work constantly, drop
ping the heavy rusted steel dredge into the 
water off the side of the boat. The dredge 
looks like a large rake with long teeth and a 
nylon rope mesh bag attached. The teeth 
loosen the oysters and the pressure of the 
water pushes the mollusks into the bag, 
which allows small oysters to £all through 
the mesh. The oysters lie four to five oysters 
deep on a reef, and the length of the chain 
is adjusted so that the dredge doesn't pick 
up the shell substrate, which would be a 
waste of time. The dredge is dragged for 45 
seconds to a minute and half along the oys
ter bed, and then winched in with a load of 
two to three bushels of dripping oysters. 
The oysters are dumped onto a table, and 
any oysters smaller than the legal minimum 
of three inches are thrown back into the 
frigid water. Members of the crew. dressed 
in heavy overalls, jackets and caps against 
the cold and the notorious bay winds, shov
el the oysters into baskets called a cham
pagne basket, equaling a bushel and quarter, 
and then into the burlap sack, which is sold 
as a boat sack. 

Anywhere from a hundred to five hundred oyster boats, 
depending on how the harvest is going in Louisiana. work 
the oyster beds in Galveston Bay during the season. By law 
each boat is allowed to bring in 150 sacks a day, each sack 
weighing about 110 pounds. but in practice the fish houses 
limit the boats 30 to 60 or 70 sacks a day in order to spread 
the work around and keep more boats in the business dur
ing these hard times, says Nelson. The price of a boat sack 
at the dock is about eight to ten dollars, lower than it's been 
at anytime since the 1960s, a situation that Nelson blames 
on fear of oysters and of pollution. 

Between one to seven million pounds of oyster meat 
are brought out of Galveston Bay each year, several times 
more than all other Texas bays combined. Although it is 
difficult to imagine that with such constant dredging the 
oysters are not being depleted, a recent study by Texas 
A&M found that while some reefs had decreased in size 
compared to 20 years ago. overall acreage of the oyster beds 
in Galveston and East Bays was higher than had previously 
been thought. Galveston Bay is in "better shape than in a 

a cold broth of clear seawater liquor. Nelson shows me its 
slowly beating hean. I consider it momentarily, then lap it 
up with my tongue and swallow it down. only slightly 
embarrassed to be eating this way in mixed company. A 
wave of aromatic oyster flavor fills my nose and then my 
mouth, tasting like the concentrated smell of the ocean, 
salty, milky, and rich. 

There are only two types of commercial oysters native 
to the United States. Despite all their vaunted differences, 
oysters from Long Island to Maryland to Florida, Louisiana. 
and Texas are all the same species: crassostrea virginica, a 
cupped shell oyster which, by the way. does not produce a 
pearl. The shell can change in shape, be more or less 
cupped, thicker or thinner. The oyster meat itself can range 
in color from creamy white to yellowish or even green, 
with a red or pink or black gill or lace. and the flavor can 
vary from salty. clean. and sweet. to muddy. dull, watery. 
or metallic. All depending on the oyster's environment, the 
substrate. what it's been feeding on, and the time of year. 
"Looking at a pretty oyster is like looking at a beautiful 
woman," says Nelson. 



The saltier the water, the saltier the oyster. A salty oys
ter, from most people's point of view, is the most desired 
oyster, and one of the reasons some Texans claim the oys
ters from Matagorda and San Antonio bays and other bays 
south of the Brazos River are better than Galveston Bay oys
ters. The bays lower down the coast are shallower and gen
erally, though not always, saltier than Galveston Bay. West 
Bay and East Bay in the Galveston Bay system are also 
known for their saltiness. Up until the late 1940s, 

Another transplanted oyster, the ostrea edulis, is a 
European oyster cultivated in Maine. 

Gulf Coast oysters, which are highly prolific, grow 
three to four times as fast as oysters on the Atlantic and 
Pacific coasts because of our warmer waters. In addition 
Gulf Coast oysters, which like all oysters, are protandtous, 
meaning they can change sex, can spawn several times a 
season, growing to maturity in 10 to 24 months. The 

spawning season on 
.------- the GulfCoastMatagorda and Lavaca Bays were the center of 

Texas oyster industry. Corpus Christi, Copano, begins in early spring SOME TEXANS CLAIM THE 
and other South Texas bays also had more produc when the water 
tive oyster bottoms than Galveston. Railroad OYSTERS FROM MATAGORDA becomes warm 
freight tracks ran right up to the water to be loaded enough and lasts 
with oysters in fishing ports along the coast. San AND SAN ANTONIO BAYS through the summer, 
Antonio Bay remains the second most productive 
oyster bay in Texas, but oyster production on San 
Antonio Bay and all the bays of the lower coast is a 
fraction of what it was earlier in the century. 

The other native American commercial oyster is the 
ostrea lurida, better known as the Olympia oyster, which 
lives along the coast of Washington and Oregon. The tiny 
Olympia oyster has more in common with the European 
oyster, being flat-shelled, preferring colder, saltier waters, 
and retaining its eggs during spawning rather than expelling 
them into the water as a free-floating milky cloud like the 
crassostrea does. 

The Pacific oyster, which is second in volume com

mercially to the crassostrea virginica, is actually a transplant 
from Japan, the crassostrea gigas, a huge mollusk introduced 
to the Northwest coast early in the century, and cultivated 
from California to Washington. 

and although tradi
ARE THE BEST.' tionally oysters are 

thought to be not so 
good or even unhealthy to eat during those hot months, 
there are people who eat them and even some, such as 
Nelson himself, who prefer the taste of the summertime 
oyster. "They have a better flavor, more of the flavor of the 
oyster, " says Nelson. He and his brother are among a hand
ful of dealers allowed to lease oyster beds from the state for 
transplanting oysters from restricted areas and purging them 
for sale during the summer when the commercial season is 
otherwise closed 

Leaseholders "find their market just as good in sum
mertime as anytime else," points out Robert 
HofStetter, a marine biologist with the Texas 
Parks and Wildlife department for 36 years 
before his retirement in 1987. Like other sci
entists, Hofstetter believes the tradition of 
eating oysters only in the months with R's in 
them began in the nineteenth centuty' when 
oysters were packed in ice for shipment across 
the country, and arrived in poor condition. 

HofStetter's :favorite oyster comes from a 
reef called Todd's Dump, just off Eagle 
Point. 

Afrer the oyster has spawned, it is deplet
ed and thin. In the Gulf, by the time the 
commercial oyster season opens in 
November, the oyster has begun to put on 
sufficient body weight to become attractive to 
most human predators. Peak season for :fat 
oysters in Texas is December through March. 

There are a number of popular beliefS 
about oysters. Many people, for example, are 
convinced that the cock - or male - oyster is 

more flavorful than the female. One woman told me a stoty 
of sitting at a downtown oyster bar on the street in 
Ho~ton in the 19405 while her father went through one 
oyster after another, refusing to eat any until he found one 



with a black mantel and a large purple "eye" on the inner 
shell. Oyster specialist Dr. Sammy Ray says the cock oyster 
is a "cock and bull story." Black oysters and purple shells are 
no indication of a male oyster, he says. Which doesn't 
mean, of course, that large, well~fed oysters with black man~ 
tels don't taste better to people who believe they do. 

Similarly, the conviction that oysters are an aphrodisiac 
probably goes a long way towards making oysters work like 
an aphrodisiac. Sex and sexual enhancement are mysterious
ly intertWined with the oyster, a symbol of sexuality 
throughout the ages. Science, however, gives a n~no to this 
popular notion too. No scientific proof of this. Yet, oysters 
contain more zinc - six times the RDA in each 3.5 ounce 
taw serving - than any other natural food, says Anne 
Fletcher in her book, Eat Fish, Live Better. And zinc, she 
points out, is necessary to sexual development. 

There are other important health benefits to oysters 
which are largely forgotten in the debate over how bad they 
are. Oysters, ror example, are an excellent source of calcium 
and iodine. Oysters and clams are low in hU, high in pro
tein, and high in non-cholesterol sterols, which may inhibit 
absorption 
ofcholes~ "THEY ALWAYS TELL YOU 
terol. And 

DON'T EAT RAW OYSTERS:something 
which may THEy'LL KILL YOU. IF THAT 
surprise WERE TRUE, I'D A DIED A 
women who 
find them- LONG TIME AGO." 

selves crav
ing oysters: oysters have more than twice the amount of 
iron as red meat. 

On other hand, Fletcher says that raw oysters contain 
an enzyme that can make the B vitamin, thiamine, unavail
able to the body. Cooking de-activates the enzyme. 

Still, people don't really eat oysters for their health. 
They eat them because they can't help it. And the question 
remains: how do Texas oysters compare, flavorwise, with 
oysters from other partS of the country? For some people, 
the best oyster is the one you know, the one that's harvested 
locally, which is a good principle to live by, sort of like 
"love the oyster you're with." Curtis Miller, an oyster dealer 
in Seadrift, tells a stoty of going to the Northwest with a 
gallon of San Antonio Bay oysters, and exchanging a few 
with a fellow who had Washington state oysters in his pos
session. They both dug into their oysters at the same time. 
"I spat his out. He spat mine out. So you get partial to what 
you're used to, I guess." 

''There's no in between on an oyster," says Nelson. 
"Either you're going to love it or going to hate it. 
Everybody's got different taste buds." 

Miller is partial to the San Antonio Bay oyster, and 
claims that the only oyster he's tasted that was near as good 
was an Apalachicola oyster on Florida's Gulf Coast. Miller 

thinks it has something to do with San Antonio Bay and 
Apalachicola Bay being in the same latitude. 

A True Comparative Test 

For a ttue comparative test, you'd have to find som~ 
one who'd eaten oysters all over the country, preferably 
within a relatively shon period of time, so that the taste of 
the oysters from different regions was ftesh on the palate. 
Fonunately, just such a person was present at Smith Point: 
a commercial truck driver named Bill Lewis, owner of the 
IS-wheeler which has been parked next to the dock at 
Fisherman's Harvest since early in the afternoon. For the 
past several hours, while waiting for the boats to come in, 
Lewis has been standing in the same place, helping himself 
to a pile of oysters in a bin outside the shucking room. He 
is a large man with a round, good-natured face, obviously 
someone with an ample appetite, and he wears flapping, 
loose-fitting clothes, as befits someone who enjoys his food 
and spends a lot of time sitting down. Lewis hauls oysters, 
shrimp, and seafood in his refrigerated truck from Texas to 
the East Coast, from the East Coast to the West Coast to 
the Gulf Coast. Frequently he trucks Texas oysters to 
Florida, Florida oysters to Texas, Nonhwest oysters to 
Louisiana and vice versa, back and fonh in a way that 
wouldn't seem to make sense at alL "It just keeps the econo
my rolling," explains Lewis, tossing aside an empty oyster 
shell and reaching for another live one. The sacks of oysters 
now being unloaded from the boats onto his truck are head
ed for a shucking plant in Mississippi. 

In his line ofwork, Lewis, who lives in Florida, has had 
opportunity to eat oysters everywhere oysters are harvested. 
"I've eaten oysters from Seattle, Washington, ~o Key West, 
Florida, " he says. He's had San Antonio Bay oysters, Grand 
Isle oysters, Chincoteagues, Blue Points, Apalachicolas. The 
Galveston Bay oyster, he says, is the best. Oysters from 
Grand Isle in Louisiana are good too, he concedes. He finds 
some of the Louisiana oysters "are definitely muddier tast
ing." But the Grand Isle, "they taste fine to me. They're not 
muddy like the other bays.» 

Can he describe how Galveston oysters taste better? "I 
can't put it into words," he says. "Smith Point: they're a 
good oyster. I come here, I always pig out on oysters. 

"They always tell you don't eat raw oysters: 
they'll kill you. 

"If that were true, I'd a died a long time ago.» 



SUUC][(ING AND £ATING 


Not the polite way, but the proper way. The 
polite way is probably not to eat a raw oyster 
at all because the whole act is too suggestive 
for polite company. If you want to try to devour 
an oyster politely, you'll eat it with a fork, 
which is cruel, of course, but the way the issue 
is commonly handled. You don't get the juice. 

The proper way is to lift the shell carrying the 
oyster, bend over and suck and lap it up with 
your tongue all in one bite. Then throw your 
head back and tip all the liquor into your mouth 
without touching the shell with your lips. 

Shucking the 
Here we come to the hardest part for those who 
have made a commitment to oysters in the shell: 
getting the oyster out of the shell. Unless the shell is 
very thick and hard, a result apparently of growing 
up in relatively fresh water, which is not what you 
want anyway, shucking the oyster is not really so 
difficult as it seems, once you get the hang of it. 

There are at least three conventional approaches 
to opening the oyster. The most common is 
through the hinge. An oyster knife is required. 
These can be purchased at any cooking equipment, 
restaurant supply, or hardware store. The blade 
should be pointed, strong, and double-edged. 

Use only tightly dosed oysters. Throwaway the 
gapers. Wash the mud off the creature. (Although 
some people prefer not to do this). The oyster has a 
top and a bottom; the bottom is the deeper, cupped side. Hold the oyster top side up in one hand that is covered with a 
glove or thick doth to protect you from stabbing yourself. The hinge is at the narrow end of the shell. Stick the knife in the 
hinge and twist it to the right and then to the left until the hinge loosens. Run the knife along the top of the shell to Cut the 
adductor muscle connecting the oyster to the shell. Throwaway the top shell. Cut the muscle under the oyster connecting 
the body to the purple "eye" on the bottom shell. Contrary to popular belief, cutting the musde does not kill the oyster. The 
oyster with its slowly, slowly beating heart (about 15 times per minute) is. and should be. alive when you slip 
it down your throat. 

An alternate method is to stick the knire into the shell through the tip at the oppo6ite end ofthe hinge. This takes experience. 
A third method involves a hammer. Vietnamese women working as professional shuckers regularly outperfurm everyone 

else at the shucking houses by standing the oyster on its side, hammering on one side of the shell til it twists loose, and then 
prying the shell open with a flat tool. Unfortunately. you lose the precious oyster liquor this way. You could try the inelegant 
but straightforward approach of simply cracking the upper shell with the hammer then prying open the shell. 

The oyster should be fat. plump, glistening wet, and it should smell of the sea. If the oyster looks at all dry or shriveled, 
throw it out. 



RUYING AND K[[PING OYST[RS 


YOU have a sackful of alive-o oysters in the back of 
your car and the inside of the cat is filled with 

the magnificent musky, salty aroma of the sea, 
exactly what you know your wonderful oysters are 
going to taste like when you get them home - if 

you can keep them fresh. . . 
Oysters in the shell last for an amazmgly long time 

up to two weeks and more if they are stored properly. As 
long as the oysters keep their shells closed, they can main
tain their own environment perfectly well. The key is to 
keep them cool and prevent them from opening up and 
losing their water, or liquor, as we like to think of it. 

Experts vary on the subject, as experts often do, but 
the general agreement is that oysters in the shell must be 
stored at from 40 to 50 degrees is you are not going to 
shuck them immediately. Shove the sack in your refrigera
tor if you can. Or divide the oysters up into boxes if you 
can't. Don't wash off the mud yet: mud helps insulates 
the oyster. Oysters purchased in boxes usually have 
already been washed off. Remember that oysters need to 
breathe. Don't do anything to cut off their oxygen supply. 
If the weather is cool enough, you can simply leave the 
oysters outdoors in the shade, covered if necessary with 
some wet newspaper. 

Oysters, however, must be kept dry. Never, never 
put oysters in ice or in water. They'll open up, lose their 
salty water, absorb the flavor of their surroundings, and 
of, course, ultimately die before you can eat them. 

If you must transport the oysters over a distance or 
don't have room in your refrigerator, you can put oysters 
in a cooler on top of some ice, but be sure to lay some 
burlap or newspapers over the ice, anything to keep the 
oysters elevated and off the ice. Drain the cooler regularly. 

Shucked oysters can be kept in a container in the 
refrigerator for up to two weeks. If you've bought oysters 
already shucked, look for the expiration date on the car
ton. It should be 14 days from the date they were 
shucked. Shucked oysters have gone sour if they float 

in boat sacks, about a 
some 20 dozen oys
nds; in bushel sacks 

70 to 90 pounds, or in 
of oysters can 
from $10 to $15. 

gallons of shucked 
go for around $25. 

Hillman Shrimp and Oyster, 10700 Hillman Drive, 

77539. Phone 713 339-1506. 

Fori Worlh Flipco, 328 Hemphill, 76014. Phone 817 

332-2224. 

Galvaston Negrini Shrimp and Oyster, 172761st St., 

77551. Phone 409 744-5162. Owns its own boats, brings in 

fresh oysters daily, shucks on the premiSes. 

Houston Dutchman's Seafoods, 4626 Idaho, 77Q21. Phone 

713 747-9400. Sells only Galveston Bay oysters. 

Louisiana Seafoods, 4410 West 12th St., 77055. Phone 713 

957-3476. Louisiana and Galveston Bay oysters. 

Pori Lavaca Evelyn's Ash Market, 643 Broadway, 77979. 

Phone 512552-2882.0ysters from local bays. 

Miller Sea:ftxxi, dod< at Austin and Commerce. 512 552-6423. 

San AntoniO Groomer's Seafood, 402 Menchacha, 78207. 

Phone 210 738-3474. Galveston Bay oysters. 

San Leon 1\t'iItD's, 1515100lSt,77'500. FlIm713:m-1435. 

Eagle Point Fishing Camp, 101 First St., 77539. Phone 

713339-1131. 

Bay Fresh Shucking, 2490 Ave. L, corner of 25th, 

77539. 713 339-3622. 

Seabrook Rose's Seafood, 501 Waterfront, 77586. 

Phone 713 474-3536. 

Seadrift Miller Seafood, dock at the end of Pine 

Street. 512785-9912. 

Smith Point Rsherman's Harvest, at the end of County 

Dock Road, oIfHighway 563. Phone 409 355-2203. 

Jeri's Seafood, at the end of County Dock Road, 

off Highway 563. Phone 409 355-2216. 
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Oyster Onion Apple Pie Continued from page 4 

Another simple dish, this one combining sweet, caramelized onions, tart apples, and meaty oysters. The trick here is 
to make all the parts and assemble the pie before evetything gets cold. You want lots of pastry with this, so make your 
crust as thick as possible. 

1 baked 9-10 inch pie crust, in a pie or deep tart pan or removable cake pan 
114 to 1/2 cup plus 2 tablespoon of unsalted butter 
5 or 6 medium yellow onions 
1 large or two medium tart apples 
112 gallon oysters 

While pie crust is baking, strain oysters and reserve liquor for another use. Melt 114 cup ofbutter in a large pan. Slice 
onions medium thin across the grain and cook the rings in butter, stirring regularly, over medium heat until limp and deep 
caramel brown in color. This takes a while, and there'll be a lot ofonions, but they will grow small in time. Keep warm. 
Peel and slice apples and saute in pan with some butter until soft. By this time the crust will probably be done. Keep crust 
and the apples warm too. 

Melt tablespoon of butter in a pan large enough to hold all your oysters. Add oysters and shake around over heat until 
the gills begin to ruffle. If the oysters exude a lot ofwater, take them out when they're done and cook down the sauce. 
Spread onions in bottom of pie crust, then the apples, and then dump oysters over onions. That's your pie. Some people 
might get the idea ofadding crispy bacon to this. That's okay. 

February March 

Broccoli, Cauliflower, Celery, Broccoli, Cauliflower, Celery, 
Eggplant, Grapefruit, Green Onion~, Eggplant, Grapefruit, Greens, Onions, 
Greens, Lenuce,9ranges <}ti9c9ranges (~? Grande Valley), Cabbage 
Grande Vall9'~~ii{~~q()/~~ePass, Coastal Bend, Rio 
Cabbage, C~~~tl.~~~~; •••••••.•~I*~~Jf#ll#), Carrots, Head Lettuce, 

. '.:. 

Also tn Season 
Goose~~JJ~Jj~~mid February), 
Snipe .(furoUgb.UY:February), 
Javd.in~,Plte~tJQu.ail, and 
Chachala:c;a(tht~ February), Oysrers 
(throughApril),~J~ Drum, Flounder, 
Sheepshead, R¢9§napper, Swordfish 
(February),TiI~~h, Tuna. 
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