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Frank Roberts’ Lady’s Island Oyster Farm brings a 

sustainably harvested oyster to the Lowcountry and hope for the revitalization of a lost way of
life. Mark Shaffer profiles this unique establishment, talks oysters with Patty Kennedy of the
Coastal Conservation League
, gives 
oyster-opening tips
and offers 
oyster recipes from the Everyday Gourmet.
It's all oysters, all the time. And it's all right here!
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THE OYSTER AND DANIEL WEBSTER

  

  

Here in the Lowcountry oysters are part of our collective DNA, the literal “something in the
water” 

that helps to set us apart as a culture. The first hint of a chill in the air means gathering around
backyard fire pits to consume mass quantities of mollusks, a local feast that predates us by
unknown millennia.

  

  

The Sea Islands themselves took root on ancient oyster rakes. New archeological research
indicates that pre-tribal native peoples harvested oysters en masse thousands of years before
the first Europeans set foot on the continent. Oysters are a rich source of nutrition, high in
protein and essential vitamins. Dozens of prehistoric dumpsites – oyster & clamshell hummocks
– have been identified so far. Patterns suggest there may be hundreds more. When the
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Europeans did show up, they helped themselves to this natural bounty and literally built their
New World settlements with material made from its crushed shell, a kind of primitive concrete
called “tabby.” Many of those ancient walls and foundations still survive. The oyster, however,
has had a rough go.

  

  

A tsunami of Oyster Mania swept the nation in the 19th century. At one point nearly every town
boasted some manifestation of the craze. Oyster parlors, oyster cellars, oyster saloons, oyster
bars and oyster houses were ubiquitous. Abraham Lincoln was locally famous in Illinois for his
“oyster parties.” The nation’s oldest operating restaurant is Boston’s Union Oyster House where
both Daniel Webster and John F. Kennedy held court as regulars. I made certain that my wife’s
first raw bar experience took place at the same half moon bar where old Daniel consumed a
daily lunch of six orders of a half dozen raw oysters with a tankard of watered brandy to wash
each plate down. Little wonder he beat the Devil.
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As technology evolved methods of harvesting became more industrial and more damaging.
Demand exceeded supply. Little or no thought was given to management or conservation.
Shellfish grounds once thought to be inexhaustible disappeared virtually over night. An oyster is
essentially one of Nature’s most efficient filtration devices. A healthy and abundant oyster
population means cleaner, clearer water. Once that filtration system was virtually wiped out a
perfect storm of environmental collapse was only a matter of time. In the Pacific Northwest over
harvesting combined with disease destroyed Washington’s entire native oyster population. On
the East Coast the Chesapeake Bay imploded. The native oyster population still shows little
sign of significant recovery after decades of management – some say less than 1% of its former
peak. And in the Lowcountry, a centuries old way of life was all but gone by the time JFK was in
the Oval Office.

  

  

THE MAN BEHIND THE MOLLUSK

  

  

It’s a crisp morning in late November on Brown’s Island and the dock on Half Moon Creek,
home base for Frank Roberts’ Lady’s Island Oyster Farm. A cold front blew through last night
and took with it the clouds and humidity, scrubbing the air clean. The sky is bright turquoise. A
light breeze only hints at what awaits out on the big water.
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Frank Roberts preps the boat as a pair of bottlenose dolphin fish near the creek bank just a few
feet away. Roberts’ dog, Jack, cocks his head as they cruise past the dock and disappear into
the sun’s molten mercury reflection on the rippling current.

  

  

We’re headed out to the mouth of the Coosaw River to look over part of Roberts’ oyster farm.
The 

sustainable operation is – as far as Roberts knows – the only one of its kind in South Carolina to
actually grow select single oysters on a viable commercial scale. Roberts works closely with the
South Carolina Department of Natural Resources and is currently involved in a study that could
revolutionize oyster production in the state.

  

  

Roberts is experimenting with growing sterile oysters. Unconcerned with the preoccupation for
procreation, these mollusks grow twice as fast – mature at around seven months rather than
fourteen.
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We snake out of Half Moon Creek and break out into Whale Branch, the bridge about a
half-mile to starboard. We turn in the opposite direction to make for the Coosaw. Out on the
open water a westerly wind beats the incoming tide to a rough chop. A mini-armada of
snowbirds in vessels of all descriptions dots the horizon in a southerly caravan on the
Intracoastal Waterway toward winter berths in warmer climes.

  

  

We cross the mouth of the Beaufort River and into the waters of the Coosaw River. In the
distance a coastline of maritime forest gives way to a vast savannah of salt marsh. The wet
plains of spartina grass are a ruddy auburn. Summer’s heady scent of necessary decay is gone.
The air rushing over the bow smells of renewal – clean, sweet and salty.

  

  

“I love going to work like this,” Frank half-shouts over the engine. “There’s nothing else like it.”

  

  

Like most days this is a two-man operation. We pick up Roberts’ 1st Mate, family friend John
Holden, and set about the task of pulling cages.

  

  

SINGLES MATCH
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Roberts developed his passion for oysters as a boy during summer visits to the family farm on
the shores of the Chesapeake, land originally granted by King George II. As a young Marine on
Parris Island, Roberts looked out over the tidal rivers and salt marshes and saw unlimited
potential.

  

  

“Off and on throughout the years I tried to figure out how to grow a nice uniform single oyster,”
he explains, “something that you could organize and inventory rather than drag up huge clumps
of oysters.”

  

  

Local wild oysters are traditionally harvested in clusters. The small portion of what ends up on
the market as singles are actually separated from clusters. Roberts could literally taste the
potential in producing a locally grown single that could take on the Blue Points and the
Apalachicolas – the heavyweights of Eastern oysters. He’d studied and experimented widely
with various methods over the years, up and down the coast but nothing seemed to work.
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“In the‘80’s I tried an early cage system but the technology wasn’t there,” he says. “They were
made 

of pressure treated wood and galvanized metal and they eventually just fell apart.” The cages
may have failed, but while they held together the oysters flourished. Eventually the technology
caught up with Roberts’ imagination with the introduction of a coated wire mesh.

  

  

“Then it was just a matter of finding the proper design for the racks and cages, getting the seed,
convincing the bureaucrats to sign off on it and selling it to the public.”

  

  

As family and friends were drawn back to the Lowcountry, Roberts figured the time was right to
pursue his dream. First sight of the headwaters of the Coosaw removed all doubt.
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“When I saw this spot I couldn’t believe it,” he recalls. “It was absolutely perfect.”

  

  

Roberts uses winemaking as a metaphor. It’s all about the terroir – the geology, terrain and
micro environments in the growing zone. Each produces different, yet subtle results. As far as
Frank Roberts is concerned the confluence of rivers, tides and creeks he farms are to local
oystering what the Napa valley is to wine making.

  

  

“It all starts with an idea and goes from there. And Frank’s got a great idea.” Lee Taylor is a
Biologist and Commercial Shellfish Coordinator with the South Carolina Department of Natural
Resources. DNR and the Department of Health and Environmental Control both monitor and
manage different aspects of the commercial shellfish industry. Taylor calls Roberts one of the
most responsible fishermen in the industry.

  

  

“He’s just got the mindset. He puts back more than he takes,” he explains. “He’s constantly
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improving the area around him even when it’s not required – way above and beyond the
minimum requirements. And he does it just because he enjoys doing it.”

  

  

There’s a word for that: stewardship.

  

  

Back on the water Frank maneuvers the boat into position while John lowers the boom (hence
the term) and snags a cage with a grapple line. These cages are sheltered under a private pier
by 

agreement with the owner. Frank’s also been rebuilding the natural beds in front of the property,
a project that will eventually yield a wild harvest and protect the shoreline from erosion.

  

  

Each cage contains up to nine individual mesh bags of singles and can weigh around 600
pounds. Boating this monster is a tricky process, particularly in choppy water and with the
constant threat of wakes from passing traffic on the Intracoastal. Once on board the cage is
opened, bags are pulled, rotated and inspected while some are sorted and harvested. A few are
marked with brightly colored zip ties to indicate a project. It’s a constant learning process. It is a
labor intensive, physically demanding process on an unstable platform.

 10 / 23



Life On The Half Shell

Written by Mark Shaffer
Wednesday, 21 December 2011 10:37

  

  

“He might have a cage that’s growing really well and try the area right next to it and it just won’t
do,” says Taylor. “He’s learned through trial and error what works and where. The variables are
almost endless.”

  

  

“Just because you have an oyster lease doesn’t mean you can go out and do this,” says Frank.
“You need certain conditions and topography of the sea floor and creeks to make it work.”

  

  

There are also different techniques for different areas. Roberts is getting good results with a
floating bag system in tidal creeks with little or no boat traffic. A long-running experiment using
bamboo poles to form a kind of oyster grove is beginning to pay off. The method has been used
for centuries in China.

  

 11 / 23



Life On The Half Shell

Written by Mark Shaffer
Wednesday, 21 December 2011 10:37

  

The last cage is carefully lowered back into position. John disengages the grapple hook with a
couple of tugs on the line. The boom is raised and secured. The morning’s harvest is ready for
market in a bright orange bushel basket. Most of this batch is headed to fill orders made online
through silo-beaufort.com. Each Friday Frank drops the orders at the Silo storefront in
Habersham and then sets up his booth at the Farmer’s Market. Saturday mornings he’s at the
Port Royal Farmer’s Market. It’s all part of getting the word out, building a buzz and creating a
niche market.

  

  

“Our customer reaction has been terrific,” says Silo’s David Hislop. “Universally, people who
have tried

 his oysters say that they’re the best they’ve ever had. I’ve never really been a big raw oyster
fan, but I could seriously eat 40 or 50 of his at a time.”

  

  

Hislop says the Lady’s Island Oyster Farm fits right in with Silo’s concept of buying local and
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direct from the producer.

  

  

“Frank grows his oysters in a sustainable way and Silo is all about supporting sustainable
products,” says Hislop. “We want to get the best, freshest, cleanest local product possible into
the hands of the consumer at the lowest price possible and that’s what we’re doing.”

  

  

“Specifically what Frank’s doing is honing in on the only piece of our shellfish market that’s
being imported,” says Lee Taylor, “He wants to compete with Gulf singles which is fantastic if he
can do it. The more in-state product the better for our industry.”

  

  

“Here in Beaufort we’ve been used to clusters,” says Frank. “But everyone I spoke to years
back was very clear – you grow a single oyster here and people will come. I get them at the
farmer’s markets all the time – people from Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, Maryland, and New
York – people who swear by the Apalachicolas and the Blue Points. They all leave with the
same response: best damn oyster I ever had.”
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Ditto.

  

  

  

CANARY IN THE COALMINE

  

  

Beaufort County Open Land Trust Executive Director, Patty Kennedy, explains how
preserving the land is the key to preserving our waters.
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Mark Shaffer: A lot of people simply don’t understand the direct relationship between land and
water quality issues, particularly in this unique environment.

  

  

Patty Kennedy: Our estuaries here in The Lowcountry are highly sensitive and oysters are
frequently referred to as “the canaries in the coalmine” because they’re usually the first
indication of trouble. The state monitors all actively harvested oyster beds and when pollutant
levels get too high, they close them down. A few years ago something like 3000 acres of oyster
grounds were closed or restricted in Beaufort County due to pollution at one point.

  

  

MS: A great deal of this is directly related to development. How?

  

  

PK: The Okatie River was one of the first rivers closed to shellfish harvesting almost exclusively
because of upland development. Mostly this has to do with storm water run-off. When it rains
everything in the streets collects and it all has to go somewhere, down our sewers and drains
mostly. Most people don’t realize a lot of this runs right into the river. In the riverside
developments everything in those yards – pesticides, fertilizers, gasoline and oil – everything
goes right into the water. So there’s a direct correlation between upland development, water
quality and closing oyster beds.

  

  

MS: In Beaufort County it’s been more noticeable to the south because of the rapid
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development particularly along the May and Okatie. What about north of the Broad?

  

  

PK: I think we’ve had that experience in Northern Beaufort County, as well, but we don’t have
the pace of development going on at the same time. There’s not the same pressure.

  

Oysters are natural filters – that’s what they do. They suck in water and spit it out and do a
tremendous job of cleaning water. But when the water becomes polluted, they become polluted,
and that’s why we consider them the canaries in the coalmine.

  

My job is land preservation and there’s a direct relationship. If you have areas along rivers and
banks and upland that are going to develop in a manner that will increase run-off and pollutants
going into the river, that’s a bad thing. If we can preserve those lands through conservation
easements and open space, then you’re taking that pressure away and ensuring cleanliness.

  

Along the May River there are huge tracts of land that could develop. So if someone wanted to
put in a subdivision they could certainly do that. By putting an easement on that land the
landowner has removed that direct pressure. Even more important is that this serves as a buffer
to the already developed Buckwalter Parkway behind this property. When it rains there’s now a
natural filtration system that’s been protected in perpetuity. This two-fold approach is why
preserving land along our rivers and streams is so vitally important for us.

  

  

MS: Most if not all of the Lady’s Island Oyster Farm beds are buffered by Land Trust easements
that mean cleaner water and a healthier environment. This brings up a couple of aspects: the
possible revitalization of a viable oyster industry once again and the restoration and
replenishment of another type of natural buffer – oyster beds and rakes.
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PK: The loss of natural oyster rakes and the impact that’s had on shoreline erosion has been
tremendous. SCORE – the South Carolina Oyster Restoration and Enhancement project – has
been phenomenal in helping to collect and recycle shell. Volunteers actually go out and help
restore beds that have been lost to boat wake erosion, over harvesting and the like.

  

This all plays back into a legacy of both an industry and a way of life that goes back generations
in Beaufort County that’s so important. The land protection side of it for us is exactly as you said
– it preserves the upland, which is good for the oysters and preserves a landscape that helps to
ensure this culturally significant industry as well as so much more. In fact, we’ve had a number
of landowners along the May River who’ve donated conservation easements because of this
very issue.

  

  

MS: Meanwhile, the once pristine May remains threatened because of the intensity of
development and possible development there.

  

  

PK: Last year the upper headwaters were restricted to shellfish harvesting. They closed the
beds. That’s horrific considering the mayor and city council’s entire platform for 12 or 15 years
has been “protect the May, protect the May!” The Bluffton Oyster Factory is still actively
harvesting oysters so it’s clear that people are trying to protect the industry but I think the
development pressures in the southern part of the county far exceed what we’re seeing up here
in most situations.

  

As I said, a number of landowners along the May River have voluntarily donated conservation
easements in order to leave a legacy and they should be lauded. That area is a high priority for
the Land Trust. If it’s sitting on the banks of the May or the Okatie, no parcel is too small.
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Get involved with the Land Trust at www.openlandtrust.com and get more on SCORE at http://
score.dnr.sc.gov
.

  

  

TOOL TIME: PICKING THE RIGHT KNIFE

  

  

Prying open a live oyster is a completely different task than shucking steamers. You need a
quality tool for the job to avoid making a mess of the mollusk as well as your hands. But
choosing the right oyster knife can be a challenge as they vary drastically in style, quality and
price. One of Chris Williams’ custom Edisto blades made in the Upstate will set you back a chilly
$250 ( www.williamsknife.com ), but they’re just too damned pretty to use. Frank Roberts
recommends a New Haven Knife (pictured far right, white handle).

  

“It’s got a good grip,” he says, “but the key is the curved tip of the blade which let’s you get into
the oyster clean with minimal shell damage.”

  

 18 / 23

http://score.dnr.sc.gov/
http://score.dnr.sc.gov/
http://www.williamsknife.com/


Life On The Half Shell

Written by Mark Shaffer
Wednesday, 21 December 2011 10:37

Frank gets his for about $6 at Beaufort Marine Supply in Shell Point (843-525-1611). But be
warned, says Frank, these knives work so well “they tend to walk away on their own.”

  

  

  

THE RAW & THE COOKED 

  

  

Here at the state-of-the-art Lowcountry Weekly offices we prefer Frank Roberts’ big beautiful
singles condiment free and on the half shell –which means raw. They’re just that tasty. If you
prefer your oysters cooked, check out these recipes courtesy of our very own Everyday
Gourmet, Debbi Covington.
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Oysters Patricia

  

3 slices bacon

  

4 tablespoons chopped onion

  

3 tablespoons chopped green pepper

  

2 tablespoons chopped celery

  

1 teaspoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

  

¼ teaspoon salt

  

Dash pepper

  

½ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

  

2 drops hot pepper sauce

  

1 pint (16 ounces) fresh oysters, drained

  

Fry bacon and crumble. Add onion, green pepper, and celery and cook in bacon drippings until
tender. Add lemon juice, salt, pepper, Worcestershire sauce, and hot pepper sauce and mix
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well. Arrange drained oysters in a buttered baking dish. Spread bacon mixture over oysters.
Bake in a preheated 350 degree oven for about 10 minutes or until brown. Serves 6.

  

  

Oven Roasted Oysters for Two

  

1 dozen fresh oysters, in the shell

  

Clean oyster shells with water to remove mud and grit. Place unopened oysters on a baking
sheet. Roast in a preheated 400 degree oven for 10 to 12 minutes until shells begin to open.
Serve with cocktail sauce. Serves 2.

  

  

Cornmeal Fried Oysters with Jalapeno Aioli

  

For the aioli:

  

1 tablespoon diced jalapeno peppers

  

½ cup mayonnaise

  

1 tablespoon fresh lime juice
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1 tablespoon chopped fresh Italian parsely

  

For the oysters:

  

Vegetable oil, for frying

  

1 pint oysters, drained

  

½ cup all-purpose flour

  

1 cup cornmeal

  

Sea salt

  

Freshly ground black pepper

  

Place jalapenos, mayonnaise and lime juice in food processor; process until blended. Stir in
parsley; set aside. In a deep fryer, heat oil to 350 degrees. Combine flour, cornmeal, salt and
pepper in a shallow dish. Place some of the oysters in the cornmeal mixture and toss to coat
well. Shake off excess. Fry the oysters, in batches, until they are crispy and golden brown,
about 2 minutes. Remove and drain on paper towels. Serve with aioli. Serves 4 to 6.

  

  

ETCETERA
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Get more exclusive content at www.lcweekly.com  including video of the Lady’s Island Oyster
presentation at SILO.

  

Frank Roberts’ oysters are available through www.silo-beaufort.com  and by email at ladyioyst
er@embarqmail.com

  

Mark Shaffer’s email is backyardtourist@gmail.com

  

  

Read more Backyard Tourist
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