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VIRGINIA VIRGINIA

In the US state of Virginia, the 
ugly duckling of the culinary world 

is playing a role in rewilding the 
delicate environment they live in.  

By Ivy Carruth

HEY SAY WE EAT WITH OUR EYES
first, and if that’s the case, brave was 
the person who first scoffed an oyster. 
Once you surrender to these gelatinous 
splodges, though, and tilt that perfect 
little bowl of a shell into your waiting 
mouth, it’s a flooding of primal pleasure 
– salt and softness and nature ravishing 
your palate. “Eating a raw oyster is 
like French kissing a mermaid,” aptly 
described author Tom Robbins.

Aw, 
shucks

T

# O Y S T E R S  # V I R G I N I A  # U S A

LEFT TO R IGHT, FROM TOP: Boats moored at The 
Tides Inn © The Tides Inn; oysters on the barbie © Sarah Hauser; 
cycle time © Kate Thompson;  a stop on the Virginia Oyster Trail 
© Sarah Hauser; oysters with a view © The Tides Inn; oyster 
processing © Todd Wright;  slow cooked till they pop; a jaunt 
on the Bay © The Tides Inn; a Merroir oyster © Tyler Darden
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VIRGINIA VIRGINIA

“Part of Virginia’s Chesapeake Oyster 
Alliance, William Smiley is a man who  

takes oyster sperm seriously.” 

  
TRAVEL 
FACTS 

G E T T I N G  T H E R E

United flies direct from Sydney 
and Melbourne (Brisbane 
commencing October) to Los 
Angeles or San Francisco, and 
from there catch a flight to Dulles.
united.com

S T A Y I N G  T H E R E

tidesinn.com

E A T

rroysters.com

E X P E R I E N C E

tidesinn.com

virginiaoystertrail.com

I N F O R M A T I O N

virginia.org

OPPOSITE , CLOCK W ISE FROM TOP: The 
Tides Inn beer cart; waterside revelry © Drew Mentzer/
Unsplash; opening up a briny wonder @ Tyler Darden

To learn more about oysters and 
their fragile relationship with their host 
waterways, I’ve come to Chesapeake Bay 
in the US state of Virginia – the largest 
estuary in the nation and vital for food, 
recreation and employment. At the elegant 
Tides Inn, there’s the feeling that Jackie 
Kennedy might round the corner at any 
time. Flagpoles with Old Glory wave 
in the coastal breeze and well-dressed 
children run around in seersucker shorts 
chasing one another as their parents sip 
verdelho and relax into their holiday. 

SERIOUS OYSTER BUSINESS
I’m headed out on the water with ecologist 
William Smiley – “Nah, just call me Smiley” 
– for the resort’s ‘Chesapeake Gold River 
Ecology’ tour. Smiley is a former boarding 
school teacher and his students would’ve 
been lottery-winner-lucky to have had him. 

He was poached to run the oyster 
restoration program here at Tides, 
and to spend a few hours with him 
is to get a year’s worth of education 
on the crucial role this delicacy plays 
in the health of the estuary. 

Part of the Chesapeake Oyster Alliance 
– a coalition of members committed 
to adding 10 billion of these craggy 
bivalves to the Bay by 2025 – this is a 
man who takes oyster sperm seriously. 

The resort sets aside aluminium cans 
for recycling, and when enough are 
collected, Smiley trades in the proceeds 

for tiny oyster babies called spat. Today, 
he has a mesh bag about the size of a 
volleyball. Inside are 55,000 spats that 
will go into an elaborate nursery for them 
to grow in before he releases them. 

“In the circa 1900 surveys, oysters 
were about one per cent of what they were 
when the English settled here, and now 
it’s about 10 per cent of that,” Smiley says. 
Improvement in the Bay is happening 
exponentially: since each oyster filters 
almost 200 litres of water every single day, 
it’s now cleaner and erosion is lessening.

“She’s feeling better every day, getting 
healthier, rewilding,” he remarks. “Who 
is?” I ask. “The Mother,” Smiley says. 
“When she feels good, she lets us know.” 

TASTE THE BAY
Across the river at the Rappahannock 
Oyster Company, cousins Travis and 
Ryan Croxton’s dedication to reviving 
the industry has been hard won. 

After taking over their family’s 
defunct oyster lease a little over 20 
years ago (everyone thought they had 
rocks in their heads), the cousins are 
now shipping oysters internationally and 
have requests they’re unable to keep up 
with. It’s thanks to aquaculture, or what 
they jokingly refer to as the “craft beer 
method” of growing oysters sustainably. 

Ryan says, “Virginia is a great 
place to operate. You’re afforded this 
ridiculous bounty… There’s nowhere 
else in the US, barring maybe the Gulf 
of Mexico, where you have this much 
opportunity outside your door.” 

Their on-site restaurant, called 
Merroir, is a tasting room in the same 
way a cellar door would be. Food is 
hyper-fresh and ultra-seasonal, so I 
strongly suggest a sampling of whatever 
oysters they have in stock that day. 

FOLLOW THE LEADER
With these little creatures doing so well, 
it’s your job to try them all. The Virginia 
Oyster Trail makes the most of its briny 
waterways and stunning scenic vistas, 
providing you with the opportunity 
to taste, and taste some more. 

Pair your slurp with wines or local 
brews from beverage artisans and take 
advantage of the cultural offerings and arts 
venues along the way including galleries, 
living history centres and local festivals. 

Eight distinct regions lying along 
the Chesapeake provide unique 
flavours to their oysters, imbued as 
they are by marinating in the makeup 
of the water they live in. Some will 
be buttery and creamy, while others 
will lean toward a salty minerality. 

Taste ‘em all, I say, and then 
choose your favourite.   

Go to Fish Hawk 
Oyster Bar for laidback 
waterfront dining, and 
Urbanna Seafood and 
Raw Bar for a mean 

softshell crab sanger. 

https://www.virginia.org/

