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F I R S T  OY S T E R

My initiation to the beauty and stark realities of north Florida’s Gulf Coast

revolved around a culinary challenge—the raw oyster.

Soon after moving to Florida from Illinois at age eleven, I joined the Boy

Scouts. As my first full Florida summer approached, a plan emerged to do a

“survival campout” on a remote island known as St. George, just south of

East Point and at the western fringe of Florida’s Big Bend.

Ken, as he liked to be called by young and old alike, was a unique scout-

master. He often challenged us in exciting ways, mixing his background as a

tough and disciplined U.S. Marine with a boyhood sense of adventure. We

had already camped for two days in a wild cave near Marianna, a trip that

included a long exploration of the cave’s interior and a challenging return

trip with lights turned off. A survival campout would build upon that expe-

rience.

“What will we eat?” someone asked as we discussed the idea at our July

troop meeting.

“That’s the whole idea. You have to find your own food and water,” said

Ken. “I know of an artesian well on the island, and there’s plenty of oysters

in Apalachicola Bay.”

Hmm, oysters, I thought. I had never eaten an oyster, but the idea of

surviving off the land—or from the water—appealed to me. “The Indians

used to travel for days on a little bit of jerky and parched corn,” said Ken.

A bright-faced Native American boy named David perked up. “My an-

cestors sure didn’t eat much,” he said, laughing nervously. David was the
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first full-blooded Native American I had met and one of the few to live in

north Florida since the Indian removal period of the early to mid-1800s. I

was eager to try anything Native Americans had done.

Ken added a stipulation to the campout: “All the supplies you need must

fit into a half-gallon milk carton,” he said. Recommended items included a

pocketknife, fish line and hooks, matches, compass, toilet paper, and hard

candy to help alleviate thirst and hunger pains. After the troop meeting, a

boy told me privately that he planned to squish a stack of sandwiches into

his carton, something I considered absurd until we were well into the

campout.

The date of the campout was a weekend in mid-August, just before

school was to begin. It didn’t dawn on me during the planning session that

we were undertaking our survival trip to a sun-drenched barrier island dur-

ing the hottest month of the year. Temperatures could easily exceed a hun-

dred degrees; humidity levels would be on par with the temperature. Merci-

fully, we would be allowed to pitch tents to keep out insects.

On the morning of the campout, we drove to the eastern end of St.

George Island and set up camp. This wild half of the island would eventu-

ally be developed into a premier Florida state park, but at the time there

were no bathrooms, showers, water faucets, picnic tables, or other ameni-

ties. We eager-faced Scouts were the only campers in this stark landscape of

weathered slash pines, endless rows of sand dunes, and blue water.

After pitching tents, Ken announced that obtaining drinking water had

to be our first priority. Our communal jug contained only enough life-

sustaining liquid for a few sips per person.

With empty canteens, we began a long hike down a blinding sugar-sand

road toward the artesian well. We often ducked into sparse shade provided

by pines and shrubs; the sun had become hot and unforgiving. Those who

were barefoot scurried faster to the shady spots. Our skin began turning a

beet-red.

Within a mile, my throat was parched and my stomach growling. In my

short life, I had missed meals only when I was dreadfully sick; water had

always been available. The idea of a wild artesian well, whatever it was, was

growing in its appeal. I envisioned it as a cool, clear gushing outflow of wa-

ter, nothing short of the Fountain of Youth. The sweet liquid would wash

down succulent oysters that resembled oval chunks of baked chicken in

both taste and appearance. Breezes would kick up and blow away biting flies
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and sand gnats. We would feed on nature’s bounty rather than nature’s crit-

ters feeding on us.

I later learned that Native Americans generally moved inland from

coastal areas during summer to escape insect swarms and blazing sun. So

much for emulating those first island survivalists.

As hollow-sounding canteens banged against dusty legs, we struggled

onward in what was fast becoming the Boy Scout version of the Bataan

death march.

I daydreamed of visiting the island under different circumstances—on a

beach trip with parents, brothers, and friends. Lounging on towels and

blankets under a huge umbrella, we’d sip soda from plastic cups filled to the

brim with ice, munch on fried chicken, and scoop out baked beans, mashed

potatoes, and cole slaw from seemingly bottomless containers. Heaps of

apple cobbler would follow . . .

We smelled the artesian well before we came upon it. Rotten eggs

coupled with dissipating smoke from spent fireworks best described the

smell. Putrid green algae covered our “Fountain of Youth.” Scenes from

western shows and movies flashed in my mind, ones that depicted half-dead

desert wanderers reaching a watering hole only to find it poisoned, the

ground littered with dead animals. One crazed sap, however, would ignore

the warnings and dive facedown into the bad water, slurping ravenously.

Soon we’d see him doubled over, retching, his face contorting grotesquely.

Then he would die.

This scene did not play itself out with our group, fortunately. Ken re-

fused to let us drink from the natural sulfur well, not that anyone volun-

teered.

We dragged ourselves to Apalachicola Bay, which was on the leeward side

of the island. The bay continues to be one of the richest estuaries in North

America, fed by the nutrient-rich Apalachicola River and protected by sev-

eral barrier islands, including St. George. Oysters thrive in the special mix-

ture of fresh- and salt water. It was a bounty Native Americans realized

thousands of years before. They left behind long middens of shells, bones,

and other refuse, prehistoric trash heaps where calcium-loving cedar trees

now grow. Those early oysters were often eight to ten inches in length, more

than double the size of modern-day oysters. That’s because oyster tongers

from the towns of Apalachicola and Eastpoint have steadily harvested the

shellfish for more than a century and a half. Their ways have changed little.
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Harvesters spend long days standing in a boat and pulling up oysters by

hand with long-handled tongs. Helpers cull out undersized oysters and re-

turn them to the bay. The oyster tongers and commercial fishermen are a

primary reason Apalachicola Bay has been carefully guarded from pollution

and overdevelopment through the years. Human livelihoods depend on it.

“How are we gonna eat the oysters?” I asked Ken naively.

“Raw,” he replied.

Raw meat? That didn’t sound appetizing. “What do oysters taste like?”

He looked at me quizzically. “You’ve never had an oyster before?” His

tone suggested that this was a hell of a time to try.

“Nope.”

“You’ll find out soon enough. Just don’t chew when you put it in your

mouth. Let it slide down your throat and then swallow.”

“Yeah, it’s just like a big booger!” a nearby boy crudely exclaimed. Ken

gave him a stern look, but it was too late. My innocence was stirring up

something in the other boys. They weren’t quite like predatory hyenas sens-

ing a kill—more like perched crows with a ringside seat.

We waded into the water, but a protruding shark fin prompted a quick

retreat. “Probably just a sand or nurse shark,” said Ken. “They won’t hurt

you.” Still, I hung back. While living in Illinois, I had read a huge book that

chronicled every reported shark attack off Florida’s coast. I felt sure that a

big shark would drag me underwater at the first opportunity, providing a

new case study for the revised edition.

Ken and some other boys bravely waded a short distance and soon found

an underwater oyster bar. They eagerly pried loose dark clusters of oysters,

driven by hunger and a foreknowledge of their edibility. With a stout knife,

Ken cracked open a big oyster and loosened the meat. I watched with keen

interest and concealed horror as Ken’s son Terry leaned his head back and

let the slippery oval meat slide into his mouth. Then he swallowed. He

glanced around to show that the feat had been accomplished without

squeamishness.

“Hey, Doug, why don’t you eat the next one?” challenged a boy. “You ain’t

chicken, are you?” Others offered similar encouragement.

“Okay,” I said nervously. Perhaps I sensed an initiation of sorts. Upon

passage, I could penetrate the inner sanctum of the troop, no longer rel-

egated to the fringe with other new boys. Then I could more freely partake

in crude language, bathroom humor, and mean-spirited pranks. It was be-
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havior that tests the limits of adult tolerance—a multiyear outbreak of male

adolescence.

Ken opened a palm-sized oyster and handed it to me. The wet meat

jiggled in its perfect natural container. Somewhere inside this humble cre-

ation, I knew there was a beating heart.

“Now remember, don’t chew until you get used to them,” Ken reminded.

I looked at the oyster, glanced at the many eyes upon me, looked back at

the oyster, then brought it to my lips. I tilted my head back. The slimy meat

slid into my mouth and throat. It was worse than a booger! Far worse. I

gagged. That brought the oyster back into my mouth. Panicky, I chewed.

The oyster squished between my teeth. I thought of those oyster organs—

the still-beating heart, the stomach, liver, and intestines . . . With those scru-

tinizing eyes upon me, however, I refused to spit it out. Not then. With

strength I didn’t know I possessed, I willed myself to swallow my first oyster.

I could not breathe.

“Want another one?” Ken asked. I shook my head in the negative. I

turned and walked a ways on land, out of sight, and relieved myself of the

recent contents of my stomach.

At least we wouldn’t depend upon raw oysters, I thought.

My colleague Liz Sparks was showing me her checklist for our planned

nine-day sea kayak trip along the Big Bend coast. We would begin at the

Aucilla River and finish at the mouth of the Suwannee, covering more than

a hundred miles. From Liz’s list, I determined we would have an ample sup-

ply of freeze-dried and dried foods and several gallons of water per day, but

I had other worries—storms, high winds, bugs, blazing sun. In case of an

accident, most of the route was out of cell phone coverage, and coastal

towns were two or three days apart. “I brought a flare gun,” Liz assured me.

“And I borrowed a marine radio. I just have to figure out how to use it.”

Nine days? That was seven days longer than my Boy Scout survival

campout. I was now forty-six years old and prone to more aches and pains.

I had a middle-aged spare tire, and open water made me queasy. My previ-

ous sea kayaking excursions added up to about four hours.

The planned trip was my first assignment as a recreation planner for the

Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. Liz and I were to map

and ground-truth a guide for the Big Bend Saltwater Paddling Trail. The

trail had been designated by the Florida Legislature in 1996 as part of the
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Greenways and Trails System, the brainchild of my good friend David

Gluckman. For the past year and a half, Liz and other colleagues had worked

diligently to scout remote campsites on state lands specifically for sea kay-

akers. One of our assignments was to double-check the distances between

those campsites and take GPS readings and photos for the guide.

And perhaps prove the trail could be done by a novice.

On a gray September morning, my wife, Cyndi, dropped us off at the

Lower Aucilla River Landing. Cyndi was as nervous as I was, I could tell. She

knew about my inexperience, plus I would be with another woman for nine

days. As she would point out later, however, if you can’t trust your spouse

after eighteen solid years of marriage, then you can never trust him.

Squeezing overnight gear into kayak compartments was a new experi-

ence for me, one that required ingenuity, some serious stuffing, and bungee

cords and straps for those things that wouldn’t fit. By the time we embarked,

my long yellow boat resembled a narrow barge and seemed to move just as

slowly. Liz gave me a needed lesson in paddling.

“When you stroke, push with the upper arm as much as you pull with the

other and you won’t get as tired,” she said. “Use your upper body like a ful-

crum.” Good advice for the first day. If this engine ran out of gas, there was

no replacement.

I tried using my foot-guided rudder and realized the pegs needed to be

moved farther back so my legs could stretch all the way out. I complained to

Liz. “Can you live with it for now?” she responded.

Nodding affirmatively, I glanced sideways, wondering if Liz had gradu-

ated from the same survival school as my old scoutmaster. She was about

my age, but trimmer and with a more muscular definition. Her mannerisms

evoked a certain toughness, an Annie Oakley with a kayak paddle. To my

knowledge, Liz had never been a marine.

“We have to adjust the pedals on land,” she explained, “and there’s no

good place to pull over.”

We were nearing the Gulf, and cordgrass and needlerush extended for

miles on both sides of the river in a vast wet savannah, broken by storm-

battered palms. Resonant cries of hidden rails and wading birds issued from

the grass, along with trilling marsh wrens. I thought of early native people

who had used this river and coast. They paddled in dugout canoes crafted

from huge cypress and pine trees. They didn’t have foot-controlled rudders

or plastic kayaks.
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An alligator cruised across the river mouth, a large one. I saw only his

bony eye sockets and snout before he ducked underwater. Fish—including

huge longnose gar—thrashed the water’s surface, startled by my boat. Occa-

sionally a motorboat whined in the distance.

Once in the Gulf of Mexico, Liz and I headed southeast along a wind-

swept marshy shore. Skies were still gray. Water was murky. The sea had a

lonely, forbidden feel.

The tail end of Tropical Storm Henri was still churning up the Gulf—a

moderate to heavy chop, as the weatherperson would say. The storm had

delayed our trip by two days. At the storm’s peak, an Internet weather site

said the waves were rolling in at eight to ten feet high.

I tightened my life vest straps. Liz paddled up beside me. She glanced to

see if my spray skirt was snapped snugly around my cockpit to keep out

water. “Don’t worry, this is a shallow coast,” she said. “The water’s not that

deep. If you tip over, you can probably stand up.” I nodded, trying to look

cheerful.

“Do you have your whistle within reach?” she asked.

“It’s in my deck bag.”

“That won’t do you much good if you tip over. You should attach it to

your life vest.” I dutifully followed her orders. Liz was a seasoned kayaker

and former nurse. My survival, in part, depended upon her guidance.

I spotted the slicing fin of a bottlenose dolphin. A large sea turtle poked

its head up, then quickly ducked under as we approached. Liz moved away,

silhouetted against the gray, open Gulf. I dove my paddle into the water,

trying to establish a rhythm, pushing and pulling simultaneously. Fulcrum,

I thought. I am a fulcrum.

I flashed on a memory of fishing the Big Bend when the water was clear.

A fat shark had cruised up and parked itself beneath my boat, following

along as I drifted. I wondered if it was waiting for a handout, or a hand.

Suddenly, the memory of eating my first raw oyster didn’t seem half bad.




