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PREPARATIUN UF FRESH BASIERN UYSTERS FUR MARKET L/

~By S, R4lPottihger;»Techholbgist, Division of Fishery Industries
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TATRUDUCTION

fen) is widely distributed our
coastal waters and bays from -5 -uusetts to Texas. Single spectzéns
still can be found in Maine, out oyster beds which existed there at the
time the first colonists : #+7ed in ew England have long ago disappeared.
Although this oyster grovs Lest in bracikish waters, it will tolerate for
short periods of time both those having a very low salt content and those
with a salinity approaching that of ocean water, '

=)
=g
@
o
& .
ct
m.
H
o}
o)
<
wn-
ct
@
A2}
—
B
i
ot |
D
o
<:,
e
3
b
’J-
o)

Spawning tukes place when the wa“er temperatu-e rises to 650 to GSOF.,
or higher, This limits the spawnin, time on the lew England coast to a
period of about two months in the sumuer, In the warmer areas to the South,
however, spawning occurs over a gresater span of tiue --~'lasting several
months, for example, in the South Aslantic and Gulf waters. The newly
emerged young are microscopic in size'and are at first free-swimming.
After a period of about a fortnight, the young oysters settle to the bottom;
and those which come into contact ‘with a firm or hard object soon attach
themselves to it and remain there throughout t 3ir lives, unless detached.

Those which fall into the mad or oxntc an uncle.n or muddy surface perish.

l/ ‘Supersedes liemorandum S-193, issued by the former Zureau of
Fisheries., =~
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After a period of growtn rangin: from two to rive years, the oysters
reach marketable size and are then.ready to be harvested. The minimum
length of the shell of oysters:permitted to be taken commercially for
marketing varies, but is usually not less than three inches., Oysters
with ghells more than six inches in lerigth are renerally not used
c0mmer01ally. .

OYSTER IWDUSTRY

The origin of the oyster industry is lost in antiquity, but un-
doubtedly goes back to the use of these shellfish as food by primitive
peoples, It is known that many centuries ago the Romans were large
consumers of oysters and that these people played an important role in the
developmént of the industry., It is known, also, that the oyster was highly
regarded as an article of food by the iHorth American Indians; large mounds
of oyster shells left by them may be found along our east coast; one of
them in Maine has been estimated to contain about 7,000,000 bushels of
shells, The early American coloriqtq vere quick to realize the possi-
bilities of using, as an impci-ant source of food the vast quantities of
oysters then svallablay . viee 70 7 1Ay saSARRANERSRS

- Althqugh the. .cultivation of orsters has been practiced for centuries
in other countries,. it is .only within comparatively recent times that it
has come into extensiva use i“ this country.' Practically the entire oyster
industry of Long Island and llov Zusla & i¢ novr based on a "farming" procedure,
Cyster farming is pursuecd to s limitea 'fon* in Dclaware and Chesapeake ‘
Bays also, and along the Gulf coast, particularly in Louisiana,

Broadly, the subject of oyster culture may be divided into: (1) the
growing of young oysters or spat for use as seed oysters; (2) the planting
or distribution of the seed oysters; and (3) the transplanting and care of
the growing oysters until they reach marketable size,

~ Seed oystcrs are gencrally grown in certain arcas and watetrs which
favor the spawning and setting of the larvae, After attaining a length
of about an inch, they are taizen up and transplanted to waters and beds
more favorable for their growth and for the production of oysters of
distinctive flavor.,

For the farming, or cultivation, of the eastern oyster, bodies of
water suitable for growing oysters are controlled or leased by the
producer., Uyster farms may be only a few acres in size, -or may extend
over several hundred acres., In the northern areas, oyster bottoms may be
located in water 30 feet or more decp; in the South, they are often found
in shallower water or on-flats between the high and low water marks. A
clean, hard bottom is highly desirable, and this is often prepared by
distributing oyster shells or othcr firm objects .over the beds. In
northern waters, an average of about 250 bushels of sced oysters are
planted per acre, This quantity is subject to great variation, however,



depending amoag. otler -things.on-whether the oysters are later. to be
transplanted. The, oysters may:be t:l-en;up.three or four‘times during
their growing period, and often are transferred to other beds. Clusters
are uSually broken apart in order that the oysters may have sufficient
space for growth and will not be mis-shapen, L :

. A continuous battle must be waged against such .oyster enemies as
starfish and drills, which destroy large quantities of oysters, .It is
estimated that starfish alone cause a yearly loss of about $500,000 to
the industry in Long Islapd Sound,  Starficz.a are controlled to some .
extent by dragging large cotton mops over the beds, entangling the star-’
fish, after which they are brought to the deck of the boat and killed by
immersion in hot water, Chemicals are also used, lime being sprcad over
the beds to kill the starfish,

_Oyster drills are controlled principally by dredgipg, trapping, and
screening. The dredge is a metal cage about 40 inches wide and 12 inches’
high, fitted with an’ inclined' screen through which’ the drills can ‘pass.
When the dradge is dragzged over the oyster bed, both oysters and drills
are moved up over the inclined screen, The drills fall into the cage
below, while ‘the oysters are carried over the tdge and drop back onto
the bed. The' trap commorly used i's a bag about 12 inches high and 18
inches long, constructed ~f one-ianch mesh chiclken wire and filled with'
small oysters, After bei.g in the water for several days, the bag'is
lifted and @iills.arcLshakon out and destroyod, Drills are also con-
trolled by screening commercially-caught oysters on the decks of the-
‘oyster boats. In addition to thesc natural enemies, other hazards con-
front the grower of oysters; mud and silt may be deposited over the beds;
spring freshcts may dcorcasc the salt content of the water to a dangerous
degree; hurricanes may destroy 'folec beds; and in shallow waters ice
cakes by tide action ay carry thoui &va)e : ; B

.. METHUDS:CF TAKING OYSTERS

The principal methods for ‘taking oysters from the -beds are by
dredging and tonging. Tle dredge consists of @ metval frame with teeth
along the lower front edgd, to whichk is attached-a bag made Qf chains
or rope for holding the oysters, - ‘These -dr~dges -are dragged along the
bed by power or sail boats, A dredge may gather up to a thousand or ‘
more bushéls a day. Several ‘dredges may be operated from a single boat,
from which they are lowercd into the water and hoisted by means of
pawecr-operated winches., .

‘Tongs consist of twe loig pelds, crossed in scissor fashion,
ranging in length from about 12 to 20 feet, with an iron rake about
-three feet long at the end of each pole, arranged,so as to form a
basket when brought together., They are handled by one man who,.
alternately opening and closing the tongs, scrapcs the oysters %nto
the basket. Tongs are usually operated from skiffs or medium-sized
motor boats which are gercrally anchored at both cnds. A gooq day's
catch may amount to 25 bushels or morc, depending on the density of



he oyster popul?iibn in {he beds, ' Oysters taken from public beds must
be culled and the undersied ones yeturnsd to ths water,

The eastern oyster sv=norts an industry of varying importance from
Massachusetts to Texas. Vith the exception of the very small plants
catering only to local trade, oyster shuckiag houses are so situated
that wharf space is provided for unloading the boats, . Tubs or buckets
are generally used for hoiating the shell oysters from the boats, although
conveyors are employed for this vurpose in some plants, In the South,
oysters are often brouzht from the tonats in bags, :

SHALL UYSTERS

Oysters marketed in the shell and to be eaten "on the half shell"
are usually sold for restaurant and hotel trade, Iany types of shell
oysters have acquired trade names, taken from' the names of the beds or
locations where they are grown, These names, however, are often used to
signify their shape and size, regardlc.s .° the beds from which they come.

For this type of trade, the shells should be cleans well shaped, not
in clusters;, and fairly uniform in size. In its preparation, the selected
shell stock is first sorted to size., It may then be washed, although this
stock often comes from sandy beds and is usually relatively clean. In some
plants the shell stock may be held for several days in chlorinated sea
water in large tanks within the building, It is claimed that this practice
eliminates sand from inside the shells and prolongs the life of the oysters
after shipping.

Shell oystors are offin separated into four or five grades or sizes,
varying in count as follo ;3

Trade size _ : Oysters per barrel
BOX -nqn'o-bq----'?'.o;". ------ L ] 500
MESRTHE « @ 79iin wime 5 sd s min S aah aaT
Halfasholl oy tien ped s end x by vl 900-1,000
Sl:lall R TR TR 19 S U < R SRR SRR S R 1,200

Shell oysters are genc -ally shipped in barrels holding Bé'to 3 bushels;
but are shipped also in baskets hol?ing only one bushel and smaller
barrels and boxes. ‘ ;

No-ice is placed in the shipping coatainers, 3Burlap or cloth covers
are generally used for closing-the barrels, Shipment may be made by rail-
way express or by truck, with refrigeration in transit sometimes provided,



S...7ZD UYSTERS

For the Atlantic and Gulf coastal regions, the location of the
shucked oyster industr; may be divided arbitrarily into three areas,
within which the methods of handling oysters are quite similar, In the
area to the south of Virginia, and a.ong the coast to Louisiana, most
of the plants arec comparatively small. ™ - shell stock is brought to
the shuckers either in wheelbarrows or in vags, in many cases, directly
from the wharf., Separate rooms for storing the shell stock may or may
not be provided. It is generally the practice to pile the shell stock
on the shucking table or on a low platform in front of each shucler,
The empty shells are usually dropped to the floor, or into large metal
contalners, and are removed by wheelbarrow., In small plants in the
rural areas along the Gulf coast, on the other hand, the shells are
tossed out through the open froat, or "sholl doors," of the shucking
house,

The shucked oysters produced in the South Atlantic and Gulf areas
are sold mostly within the State or in neighboring States within a radius
of about 300 miles. In some instances, plants in the larger cities
market almost their entirc product locally.

Virginia, Maryland, and New Jersey form a sccond arca, Here, large
volumes of shell stock and shucked oystcrs are handled, The shell stock
is usually stored in a large room convenient to the unloading wharves,
carried into the shucking room by wheelbarrow, then shoveled onto the
bench in front of eack shucker., The shells are usually dropped to the
floor and later remov~ 1l in whoelbe: = %0 t»c shell pile, The bulk of
the oysters packed in she .2 Stat.s is shippcd out of the area and sold
in the eastern half of the countr)

In the third arca, wvhich includes llew York, Connecticut, and Ehode
Island, it is the goneral practice to store the shell stock in large
bins filled from the floor above and extending along tho entire back of
the shucking tables., The shell oysters are taken from an opening near
the bottom of the bin in front of each s ..c.zcr, and the empty shells are
dropped through a hole in the shucking table, From here they pass down
a chute to containers in a room back of the shucking table or onto a
conveyor system which carries thom directly to the shell pile. The use
of conveyors in unloading boats, and in all handling procedurcs, is
common,

SHUCKI

- Oysters are opened or shucked by holding them flat in one hand,
usually the left, and with the other hand forcing a specially made knife
between the shells at the side or at the thin end, Many shuckers prefer
to crack the thin ends or "bills" with a hammer, thus making it easler
to insert the kaife, Th: large adductor muscle attached to one shell is



then cut and the shell removéd: The other end of the same muscle holding Q
the opposite shell ig likewise cut and the oyster meat dropped into a

container. The shuckezs generally stand at benches, although in some

plants in the deep’ South they sit on low stools and have the shucking

buckets on 'the floor in front of them, An average day's shucking may be
about 10 gallons, although this is subject to great variation due to the

size and fatness of the oysters, and the length of the working day. The

number of shuckers in any one plant varies from as few as a half-dozen to

200 ‘or more., Both men and women are employed,” : .

In New England and Loag Island, the oysters are generally shucked into
perferated containers, al’ .wing the liquor to drain off as it is formed.
In other areas, it is custmary to shuck the meats into a tight container
partly filled with water. The size of the container varies: from Virginia,
northward, for example; a gallon or nine-pint can is usually used; south of
Virginia and along the Gulf coast, cans holding one and two gallons, or
pails with sloping sides and holding 9 or 12 quarts are used. The containers
are made of galvanized iron, corrosion-resistant metal, or aluminum,

BOZTILG

Different methods are uscd to sort out the desired sizes of meats, In
New England an@l Long Island, oysters of mixcd sizes are generally shucked
into one container and are then sorted by hand or, in some instances, by
machine, ‘after being washed and "blown " (see below), In New Jersey, each
shucker may use five or even six, sep rate containers for sorting that many ,
sizes during shucking, In the great .-‘critr of plants in the Maryland- &
Virginia area and in North and Scuth Cnrolina, two or three sizes are
sorted by the shuckers, 'In most plants of the Gulf coast section, the
shucked meats are not sorted because only mixed sizes are sold,

When the contqlqero mre filled, they are taken to the measuring
window by the shucker and the gquantity of oysters measurcd, The shucker
then receives "credit," either by a ticket or token, or more often by
scores marked on a hoard at the measarlng window, Payment on the basis
of piece werk is mude at a later time, ; : :

le,SIII WG AUD BLUWING

The 'oyster meats are then drained on a washing or skimming table,
and given a light wash with fresh water from a spray nozzle., The .washing
tables vary in size, but average about 2% feet wide by 5 fect long, They
are made either of galvanized iron-or corrosion-resistant metal, and are
perforated to permit drainage of the water. This step permits the operator
to cull out pieces of shell, oyster crabs, and mutilated and badly dis-
colored oysters., This is the extent of exposure to fresh water in most
of the plants from Jortn uarolina to Texas, :

In the areas from Virginia northward, it is the. practice to blow
all shucked oysters after coming from the skimming table. Washing may be



a separate step, in whic! the oysters are stirred about with a paddle or
dipper in a tank of water before being put into the blowing tank, The
more common practice 'is to wash and blow in the same tank, the oysters
generally peing held in the tank of water until enough have accumulated
for blowing. In'seve al plants the shucked oysters may be held in large
cans without water until about 30 gallons have accumulated, after which
they are blown:’ : ;

The oysters are blowrn in a gnlvanized iron or corrosion-resistant
metal tank three to four feet in diameter, having a conical-shaped bottom,
with a valve at the lowest point for draining the water, The tank is
provided with a perforated, removable false bottom, below which runs a
‘perforated pipe, Air, forced throu~h this pipe, violently agitates the
mass of oysters and water. The lensth of the blowing period varies
greatly; a tenteative limit of threc - .i.5 has been set by some States,
but 10 to 15 minutes is fregueantly noted, It is the practice in some
plants to circulate water through the dblowing tank and out an overflow
during part of the time the air is being passed through. After blowing,
the oysters are transferred to the skimming table to drain before being
packed.

GRADING

Shucked oysters arc usually packed according to grades or sizes,
In North and South Carolina two grades, Standards and Selects, are
generally preparcd. From Virginia northward, several grades may be
packed, such as Standards, Selects, Zxztra Sclects, and Counts. In
addition, other special.. designated intermediate grades may be produced.
The number of oyster mez:s in & gallon for the various grades varies
widely as no standard of grades has been established, typical arbitrary
grading is as follows:

Grade Oysters per gallon
Colmts. S aim pemomae svm s v..ee 150-200

Extra Selects seeen. s e bamens  200=225

Beleets .oy igass ues semges 22=300
Standards crecrorrrroves v ... 300-325

The number of oysters in the Standard size, however, often runs as high
as 500 or more per gallon, ‘

PACYING

Eastern oysters are packed in tin cans varying in si?e from 1/2 pint
to 20 gallons, although the 5-gallon size is the largest in gene?al use.
The one-gallon size is the most popular. WNo liquor other than that re—
maining on the oysters after they are drained is included in the container,



Plug-top cans are widely used for.packaging oysters, although consumer

or tamper-proof cans, which require special sealing equipment for closing
the covers, are.euployed to a limited ex c ... The State license number
of the shucking house must appear on the cans, In shipping, the cans of
shucked oysters are usually packed in barrels with crushed ice., The
larger barrels.hold 20 galloa= of oysbers but smaller size barrels and
boxes also are used. Jarge shipme are- SQueines made by stacking the

cans individually inrucks or cars : pr0q1da@,d;xh_refrlgETaeSOD.;A
MEATS IN BUSHEL

The yield of OYSter meats per U, S, standard bushel varies widely
from year to year and for different beds. Taking the beds as a whole for-
each State, however, the»v1eld for a typical year will run somewhat-as
follows:

, . o Pounds of meat
Ares, per standard bushel
' : of shell oysters

Gulfsatos. ......... seesssrpsys B wibgh
Soutb-Atlariic. SEates vovyevnees, 8]
Virginia and Maryland eeeiseessss 4.5

‘Delaware t0 Mosgachusetts c,veeee 6.7 o e



	002
	003
	004
	005
	006
	007
	008
	009

