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The Chesapeake Bay
The Chesapeake Bay, as we know it, began to form about 
9,500 BC.  Oysters then colonized the bay about 6,500 
BC as salt water from the Atlantic Ocean, driven by 
melting glaciers, penetrated up the bay and tributary 
rivers such as here along the York river. 

(History of the Virginia Oyster Fishery, Chesapeake Bay, David M. Schulte, Frontiers in Marine Science, 9 May 2017, 
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2017.00127/full#h2 )

The word "Chesapeake" is derived from the Algonquin 
word "Chesipiook," meaning "Great Shellfish Bay."

(A brief history of oysters in the Chesapeake Bay by Kit Waskom Pollard, Baltimore Sun, 3 Jun 2014, 
https://www.baltimoresun.com/food-drink/bal-a-brief-history-of-oysters-in-the-chesapeake-bay-20140603-
story.html )

The Algonquian language is known for its complexity.  
Statements that take many words to say in English may 
be expressed with a single word in Algonquian. 

(Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Algonquian_languages )
Captain John Smith Chesapeake NHT map
(Public domain on Wikimedia Commons)
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Native Oysters of the Chesapeake Bay

Native oysters in the Chesapeake Bay 
are the species Crassostrea virginica, 
commonly called Eastern, Atlantic or 
Virginia Oysters.  They are native to the 
Chesapeake Bay as well as up and down 
the Eastern Seaboard and in the Gulf of 
Mexico.

The species Crassostrea virginica is not a 
pearl-producing oyster, but when 
shucking at home, you may come across 
a small crab or a mussel inside a fresh 
oyster.
(A brief history of oysters in the Chesapeake Bay by Kit Waskom Pollard, 
Baltimore Sun, 3 Jun 2014, https://www.baltimoresun.com/food-drink/bal-a-
brief-history-of-oysters-in-the-chesapeake-bay-20140603-story.html )

Crassostrea virginica (Image by Mark Besore)
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Crassostrea virginica is a critical component of 
the Chesapeake Bay ecosystem, known as a 
keystone species.  The reefs that oysters form 
provide important habitat for the Bay’s fish, crabs, 
worms, and other animals.  Oysters are also 
prolific filter feeders that remove light-blocking 
algae from Bay waters and help remove excess 
nutrients like nitrogen and phosphorus.

In other words, more oysters equal better water 
quality. Without oysters, the quality of the Bay 
ecosystem suffers. Without oyster filtration 
clearing the water for light to penetrate, bay 
grasses struggle to grow. Without oyster reef 
habitat that provides refuge from predators and 
ample prey to feed on, juvenile fish and crabs may 
not survive to adulthood.
(Chesapeake Bay Foundation, https://www.cbf.org/about-the-bay/more-than-just-the-bay/chesapeake-wildlife/eastern-oysters/index.html )

Keystone Species

Crassostrea virginica (Image by Mark Besore)
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Native Americans and Oysters

Oyster reefs were once so prevalent that
they were navigational hazards to early 
European explorers of the 1600s.

The earliest evidence of oyster harvesting —
shell deposits called middens — indicate that 
natives living in the Chesapeake region were 
eating oysters and other shellfish as early as 
2500 BC.

(A brief history of oysters in the Chesapeake Bay by Kit Waskom Pollard, Baltimore Sun, 3 
Jun 2014, https://www.baltimoresun.com/food-drink/bal-a-brief-history-of-oysters-in-the-
chesapeake-bay-20140603-story.html )

Oyster Reef at about mid tide (Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oyster_reef )

Typical Native American oyster deposit, or midden (Sustainable Solutions for Oysters.  
Smithsonian. https://www.si.edu/newsdesk/photos/sustainable-solutions-oysters-midden )

https://www.baltimoresun.com/food-drink/bal-a-brief-history-of-oysters-in-the-chesapeake-bay-20140603-story.html
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Oysters Valued by Native Americans
In December, 1608 Captain John Smith set out with a crew of about 40 to 
find food and supplies for a starving James Fort.  A Nor’easter caught 
them by surprise and they stopped at Kekoughtan, now Hampton VA, 
where they had encountered friendly natives in 1607. Smith writes:
"... the extreame wind, raine, frost, and snowe, caused us to keepe 
Christmas among the Salvages," and then: "wee were never more merrie, 
nor fedde on more plentie of good oysters, fish, flesh, wild foule, and 
good bread, nor never had better fires in England than in the drie warme 
smokie houses of Kecoughtan.“

Thanks to the kindly Kecouhtans, the English feasted for a week during 
the Christmas season.

(Remembering Capt. John Smith's 1608-09 Christmas holiday visit to Kecoughtan, by Mark St. John Erickson, Jan. 05, 2016
https://www.dailypress.com/history/dp-remembering-capt-john-smiths-merry-holiday-visit-to-kecoughtan-20160105-
post.html )

Life in Kecoughtan/ Elizabeth Cittie (Hampton), VA., 
In the Early 17th Century (Thorowwood World, 
Exploring 17th Century Roots & Legacies, 
https://thorowgoodworld.wordpress.com/ )

From Archeology studies, Gallivan shows that natives in Tsenacomoco (Tidewater) used oysters for everyday subsistence, 
feasts, diplomacy and gift giving, probably for centuries before first contact with Europeans.

(Gallivan, Martin D., The Powhatan Landscape, An Archaeological History of the Algonquin Chesapeake, Kindle Book, 2016, University Press of Florida.)
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One of the earliest colonial-era maps of the Chesapeake, Robert Tyndall's 1608 
Draught of Virginia, depicts sizable oyster reefs near the mouth of the York River.  In 
the diagram below, the York river is labeled “Prince Henneri his River.”

Oyster Reefs of the York River in 1608

(Text and map from Shell on Earth: Oyster Harvesting, Consumption, and 
Deposition Practices in the Powhatan Chesapeake, by Jessica A. Jenkins and 
Martin D. Galivan, The Journal of Island and Coastal Archaeology, 2020, VOL. 
15, NO. 3, 384-406 https://doi.org/10.1080/15564894.2019.1643430 )

Restoration Oyster Reef at low tide, Photo by Jackie Shannon, CBF
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Oysters were such an important part of the diet that their 
shells are almost a signature for any Native American 
dwelling site near salt water.  In some places, shells at the 
bottom of the oyster pile — the first harvested — are big, 
some with thirteen annual growth marks on the valves.
(Dredging up the past:  When oysters weren’t almost history, By Dr. Kent Mountford, Bugeye Times Winter 

1998/1999, https://www.calvertmarinemuseum.com/DocumentCenter/View/1322/Bugeye-Times-Winter-1998-

1999?bidId= )

Kiskiak was a pre-colonial settlement at Indian Field Creek 
along the York River.  The site has an oyster midden that 
extends approximately 50 by 25 meters and is two meters 
deep.   Radiocarbon dating of the Kiskiak midden 
estimates the oyster deposits were from 1300 BC to 1600 
AD. 
(Text and images from Shell on Earth: Oyster Harvesting, Consumption, and Deposition Practices in the Powhatan 
Chesapeake, by Jessica A. Jenkins and Martin D. Galivan, The Journal of Island and Coastal Archaeology, 2020, VOL. 
15, NO. 3, 384-406 https://doi.org/10.1080/15564894.2019.1643430 )

Kiskiak site plan and midden areas

Oyster Midden at Kiskiak
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Mockley ceramics are made from medium fine clay and 
tempered with 20% to 30% crushed oyster and clam shell 
and then finished with imprints of cord or netting before 
firing.

Mockley ceramic sherds have been found along the mid-
Atlantic region in middens left by native riverine 
settlements.  Mockley sherds have also been found near 
Lake Powell, Williamsburg, but more abundantly in the 
Kiskiak middens.  The heaviest evidence of Mockley ware 
is from 100 AD to 900 AD, but it continued to be made 
until early contact with the colonist.

(Gallivan, Martin D., The Powhatan Landscape, An Archaeological History of the Algonquin Chesapeake, Kindle 
Book, 2016, University Press of Florida.)

Ceramics at Kiskiak 

Example of Mockley ceramics found in Currituck, NC. 
DHR, Virginia Department of Historic Resources

Mockley vessel, note the cord marks.
Virginia Department of Historic Resources



Using archaeological data along with primary and 
secondary historical data, Mary Kate Mansius 
developed a model of Piscataway settlement 
patterns in the lower Potomac valley.  She noted 
food resources and the type of occupation taking 
place during each month.  The data imply that 
natives relied upon multiple plant and animal food 
sources.  However, oysters were consumed 
throughout the year, though in greater quantities 
during the late summer and early fall months.  Corn 
was also an ever-present part of the subsistence 
strategy, serving as a major plant food source 
beginning in August and lasting until stored reserves 
were depleted sometime in February.  

Oysters Consumed Throughout the Year

(Text and chart from:  Defining the Greater York River Indigenous Culture Landscape
By Scott Strickland, Julia King, and Martha McCartney, Oct 2019, 

https://chesapeakeconservancy.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/York-ICL-Final.pdf
Mansius, Mary Kate 2013 A Piscataway Calendar: 

The Annual Movements of the Piscataway Indians. 
Undergraduate thesis. St. Mary’s City: St. Mary’s College of Maryland )

Piscataway Season Dietary Schedule (Mansius 2013)
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The Gouldman Oyster Shell Midden Site 
near Colonial Beach, Virginia, was occupied 
regularly during the Middle Woodland period, 
approximately 500 BC to 900 AD.  Native 
Americans mostly visited this site in the spring 
when other food stocks were running low. The 
period was determined from analysis, including 
radiocarbon dating of the pottery scraps, 
firewood, tools, animal bones and debris found 
in the midden.  The time of the year was 
determined by the fact that the smaller shells did 
not show scars from the strike of baby oysters 
known as spat.  However, larger shells did have 
scars. This indicates that the oysters were 
harvested before the summer spat set.

Oysters from a Site Visited in Springtime 

(Text and image from Archaeological Data Recovery at the Gouldman Oyster Shell 
Midden Site (44WM0304) in Westmoreland County, Virginia

https://www.wm.edu/sites/wmcar/_documents/gouldman_osm.pdf )

Gouldman Oyster Shell Midden Site (44WM0304)
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Fishing was primarily men’s work among the Powhatans.
(The Powhatan Indians of Virginia, Their Traditional Culture, by Helen C. Roundtree, University of Oklahoma Press, 1989)

Lacking long-handled tongs, Indian boys encountered by the 
Jamestown colonists dived for oysters in the Chesapeake
(Fishing and Shell Fishing by Early Virginia Indians, by Helen C. Roundtree, Encyclopedia Virginia, 

https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/fishing-and-shellfishing-by-early-virginia-indians/ )

Oysters were also likely harvested by wading into shallow water 

to simply gather them.
(A brief history of oysters in the Chesapeake Bay by Kit Waskom Pollard, Baltimore Sun, 3 Jun 2014, 

https://www.baltimoresun.com/food-drink/bal-a-brief-history-of-oysters-in-the-chesapeake-bay-20140603-story.html )

When English colonists arrived, they were ill-equipped to fish 
for themselves, so they hired Virginia Indians to fish and 
harvest shellfish for them.
Virginia Museum of History and Culture,( https://virginiahistory.org/learn/oysters-virginia )

Fishing for Oysters

Native Americans Fishing by John White 

Public Domain on Wikimedia Commons
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Cooking Oysters
Powhatan Indians cooked their oysters in several ways to 

include; roasting, drying and boiling.  They also made an 

oyster-mussel bisque thickened with corn meal.
(The Powhatan Indians of Virginia, Their Traditional Culture, by Helen C. Roundtree, University of Oklahoma Press, 1989)

In 1607. Captain Percy wrote:  “We came to a place where 

they had been newly roasting oysters.  They fled away and left 

many oysters in the fire. We ate some of the oysters which 

were very large and delicate in taste...”

About 1610, William Strachey, Secretary of the colony at Jamestown writes: “Oysters 
there be in whole banks and beds, and those of the best I have seen some thirteen inches 
long. The savages used to boil oysters and mussels together and with the broth they make 
a good spoon meat, thickened with flour … They hang the oysters upon strings ... and 
dried in smoke, thereby preserve them all the year.”
(Dredging up the past:  When oysters weren’t almost history, By Dr. Kent Mountford, Bugeye Times Winter 1998/1999

https://www.calvertmarinemuseum.com/DocumentCenter/View/1322/Bugeye-Times-Winter-1998-1999?bidId= )

Oyster (Image by Mark Besore)
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Baskets of smoked oysters (Royalty-free image from Dreamtime.com)

Oysters for Trade

In the pre-colonial period there was little need for 
Powhatan settlements to specialize and then trade 
items with other settlements as each group could 
produce what they needed.  

However, the English colonists brought items that 
the Powhatans did not have, like beads and metal 
tools and weapons.

In May 1607 an Arrohateck man (tribe in present 
day Henrico County, Virginia) was noted as 
following an English exploring party up the James 
river and asking to buy English goods in exchange 
for baskets of dried oysters.
(The Powhatan Indians of Virginia, Their Traditional Culture, by Helen C. Roundtree, University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1989)



Use of Oyster Shells

“The Powhatan Indians fashioned shells into 
arrowheads, tools, utensils, and added ground 
shells as temper in pottery.”
(Oyster Culture on Chesapeake Bay, by Benjamin H. Trask, 21 dec 2020, Postcard History 
https://postcardhistory.net/2020/12/oyster-culture-on-chesapeake-bay/ )

“As with other forms of Powhatan wood working, 
the wood for a bow was worked by scraping it with 
a shell. … Shells were (also) sometimes used as 
spoons.”
(The Powhatan Indians of Virginia, Their Traditional Culture, by Helen C. Roundtree, University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1989)

Deer hides were also scraped, among other things, 
with oyster shells.
(Gallery display at the Jamestown Settlement, 3 Aug 2021)

Native tools including an oyster shell 
(With permission from Pamunkey Indian Museum & Cultural Center)
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Oyster populations in Virginia's waters of 
Chesapeake Bay were lightly exploited until 
the early 1800s, when industrial fishery 
vessels first arrived, driven south from New 
England because of the collapse of 
northeastern oyster fisheries.  Early signs of 
overexploitation and habitat degradation were 
evident by the 1850s. The public fishery, 
where oyster fishermen harvest on state-
owned bottom, rapidly developed after the 
Civil War and peaked in the early 1880s. 
Declines were noted by the late 1880s and 
eventually prompted the creation of Virginia's 
repletion program in the 1920s.  Despite 
management and increasing repletion efforts, 
the public fishery was ruined by the early 
1960s. 
(History of the Virginia Oyster Fishery, Chesapeake Bay, David M. Schulte, 
Frontiers in Marine Science, 9 May 2017, 
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2017.00127/full#h2 )

Oysters Post-Colonial Times

An oyster dredge at work (Public domain on Wikimedia Commons)

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2017.00127/full#h2


This chart shows the boom in oyster 
harvest following the Civil War and 
the steady decline until the collapse 
of the industry in the 1990s.

Over harvesting, destruction of 
natural oyster reefs and estuary 
bottom due to dredging, pollution, 
runoff, removal of shell, and the 
diseases Dermo and MSX were all 
factors in the decline of the Oyster 
industry in Virginia.

(Virginia Marine Resources Commission. “Historical 
Highlights.”

http://www.mrc.virginia.gov/vmrchist.shtm )

Oyster History at a Glance 1880-2011

(Graph-National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Accessed 7/16/2017.
https://chesapeakebay.noaa.gov/fish-facts/oysters )

Chesapeake Bay Oyster Landings by State, 1880-2011
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Breakthroughs in Aquaculture Begin at Gloucester Point
The Virginia Institute of Marine Science (VIMS), down the 
York river at Gloucester Point, through their Aquaculture 
Genetics and Breeding Technology Center, has developed 
disease-resistant and sterile aquaculture oysters which are 
now a large portion of Virginia oyster sales

(Text and Chart from Virginia Shellfish Aquaculture Situation and Outlook 
Report, Hudson, Karen. “Shellfish Aquaculture Specialist Results of the 
2018 Virginia Shellfish Aquaculture Crop Reporting Survey.” Aug, 2019)

Oyster cage lowered into the water at Rappahannock Oyster Company 
in Topping, Virginia (Image by Will Parson)



The Nansemond Indian Nation joined the 
Chesapeake Oyster Alliance, and by growing 
oysters in the Nansemond River through their 
oyster gardening program, the Nansemond 
people are helping to bring back a thriving oyster 
population in the Bay.
(https://www.cbf.org/blogs/save-the-bay/2020/08/nansemond-indian-nation-joins-oyster-
alliance.html )

Increasing the native oyster population in the 
Nansemond River and creeks not only helps local 
oyster populations, but also increases underwater 
habitat, provides increased economic 
opportunities for local watermen, and helps 
provide cleaner water for all.  The Nansemond 
River Preservation Alliance (NRPA) collects mature 
oyster shells from citizens who participate in the 
Gardening Project and places them on two 
sanctuary reefs located in the Chuckatuck Creek.
(https://www.cleanmyrivers.com )

Nansemond Indian Nation Oyster Restoration Efforts

(Image from https://www.cleanmyrivers.com )
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Young oysters are usually male and 
mature oysters are female.  They can 
change sex throughout their lifetime.

Typical average growth is 1 inch per 
year.

An adult oyster can filter up to 50 
gallons of water per day.  Scientists 
estimate that in Colonial times oysters 
could filter the entire Chesapeake Bay 
in 1 week. Today it would take a year or 
more.

Oyster reefs act as storm and erosion 
barriers and serve as vital habitat to 
other species.
(Biology & Anatomy of the Easter Oyster, by Celia Cackowski, VIMS Marine 
Advisory Program)

More Facts on Eastern Oysters

Oyster Life Cycle (Image from TOGA)



Oyster can survive in waters above 5 parts 
per thousand (ppt) salinity and up to 32 ppt 
but are not likely to reproduce in waters less 
that 12 ppt.

Ideal temperature is about 40 - 80°F for 
consistent feeding/filtering and greater than 
68°F for spawning.
(Biology & Anatomy of the Easter Oyster, by Celia Cackowski, VIMS Marine Advisory 
Program)

Where Oysters grow in Virginia

(Image from 
https://www.chesapeakebay.net/what/maps/chesapeake_bay_mean_surface_salinity_1985_2018 )
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Further Reading

This display was provided by the Tidewater Oyster Gardeners 
Association (TOGA).

https://www.oystergardener.org/oyster-history/Powhatans
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