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The Optimistic Oyster 
  

Oysters play an important role in filtering the waters of the Chesapeake Bay by removing 
contaminants to help protect aquatic life. 
The Beginning: 
During their first year, oysters spawn as males by releasing sperm into the water. The eggs 
become fertilized in the water and develop into larvae, which eventually find suitable sites, such 
as another oyster shell, on which to settle. There are two ways to artificially spawn oysters: mass 
spawn oysters and you can strip spawn oysters. Oysters can live in relatively calm waters. There 
are two varieties of oysters. Pearl oysters produce fine pearls. True oysters are typically the 
variety of oysters that humans consume. 
 
Mother Nature’s Original Filter: 
Oysters are natural filters. They get food by pumping water through their gills trapping food; 
nutrients; sand; sediment; and contaminants of the water. In turn, this cleans and clears the 
water for aquatic life. 
 
Watermen of Mathews County:     
Oysters are harvested by watermen of Mathews County and luckily my dad is a waterman! I 
have witnessed firsthand how oysters can be grown and harvested in cages. To harvest oysters 
from cages you need to acquire the cages and spats.  Spat can be purchased from Oyster Seed 
Holdings, a hatchery in Mathews.  Then you put the spats in the cages and wait for them to 
grow. Once the oysters start to grow, they are graded by size. Occasionally, they are washed 
and cleaned. Once they reach legal size, they are marketed or used for personal consumption. 
There is also public and private oyster ground 
from which oysters can be harvested. There are government programs and restrictions 
designed to protect oysters from becoming under populated. 
 
Predators:  
The oyster has many predators. Included are: crabs, seabirds, sea stars, raccoons, boring 
sponges, oyster drills, whelk, lobsters, worms, many kinds of fish and mother nature. Although 
oysters cannot attack predators they have a very thick shell. These shells are made of a hard, 
chalky material called calcium carbonate.  An oyster’s shell is held together by an elastic like 
ligament. One valve is larger than the other and usually fastens to the bottom of the 



riverbed. There is a strong muscle called the 

adductor,which closes the shell. There is the umbo, 

which is the oldest part of the shell.  Then there is the 
hinge of the shell. There is also the hinge of the oyster 
which moves the shell to open and close. The outer 
shell protects the oyster from many predators. The 
inner layer of the shell holds the oyster.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What Oysters Mean to Me:  
To me oysters represent our historic Mathews County.  They also represent my heritage of 
which many of my ancestors raised, harvested, and ate oysters in this small town. I have fond 
memories of my Dad and I raising oysters and my family eating them. To me oysters represent 
happiness and good times with so many good people. 
 
Consider the oyster: 
I guess what I am trying to say is, as our instructions say, is to “consider the oyster”. “The oyster 
leads a dreadful but exciting life. Indeed, his chance to live at all is slim, and if he should survive 
the arrows of his own outrageous fortune and in the two weeks of his carefree youth find a clean 
smooth place to fix on, the years afterwards are full of stress, passion, and danger”- M. F. K. 
Fisher in his book titled Consider the Oyster. Give them the chance to thrive once more in our 
beautiful place we call home. Not only are oysters a key part in the filtering of our waters, they 
have shown us undeniable passion to survive in these times.  All I ask you, is “Consider the 
oyster”.              
 

  



 


