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			If you don’t love life you can’t enjoy an oyster; there is a shock of freshness to it and intimations of the ages of man, some piercing intuition of the sea and all its weeds and breezes. [They] shiver you for a split second.

			—Eleanor Clark, The Oysters of Locmariaquer

		


		
			
Introduction

			No edible plant or animal tastes as much of where it’s grown as the oyster. It even comes with a shellful of its water, as if carrots were sold and eaten with a clump of soil attached. Oyster meat is less dense than that of other bivalves, absorbing flavor more readily. Clams, mussels, and scallops taste similar even among different species, but two of the same oyster species can taste very different even if grown just a few miles apart.

			In the wine world, the environmental factors that are reflected in the wine are called terroir. The oyster world’s corollary is “merroir” (for mer, the French word for sea). Whether you choose to use the cute terminology or not, the point remains that the wide range of flavors and textures that awaits oyster lovers depends on a combination of habitat, oyster species, and decisions of the farmers that today grow virtually all commercial oysters (in most parts of the world, due to depleted stocks, wild oysters are either unavailable or illegal). Nature and nurture.

			As someone immersed in wine, I found the similarity between wine and oysters intriguing; it’s what turned me from oyster aficionado to oyster obsessive. Oysters, like wine, are food that’s been a part of culture since the dawn of humankind, and they have played important societal, economic, and environmental roles on every continent except Antarctica. Learning about oysters is a perfect example of “the more you know, the less you know,” especially as the fortunes of the oyster—both natural and man-made—are ever-changing.

			Many words have been spilled on the glories of oysters. Their flesh, shells, and pearls have become metaphors for romance and sex, curiosity and discovery, treasure and luxury. The exalted culinary writer M. F. K. Fisher devoted an entire still-in-print 1941 book, Consider the Oyster, to them.

			And still there is a certain reductive quality to present-day conversations around oysters. They’re a “love it or hate it” food; they’re difficult to shuck and prepare; they should be eaten only on the half shell; and even the very outdated notion that farmed oysters are somehow inferior when in fact they’re a net positive for the world’s waterways. Where once they were a ubiquitous food source for all classes, oysters are now seen as a luxury item for the few.

			At a time when so much of what we eat has such devastating trickle-down effects on the planet, it’s worth taking a fresh look at oysters. Wild stocks have essentially disappeared, but there are massive efforts to restore oyster reefs and oyster populations to clean water, promote biodiversity, and curb erosion and coastal flooding. Oyster farms benefit the environment and support independent small-production American farming in an era when family farms are disappearing.

			I grew up in Seattle, on Puget Sound, which is the country’s second-largest estuary. Estuaries are where saltwater and freshwater mix, giving the water a salinity that’s ideal for oysters (the country’s largest estuary is Chesapeake Bay, another oyster haven). Oysters prefer intertidal (between high and low tide) or shallow subtidal (submerged) zones, and with 1,332 miles (2,144 km) of coastline, Puget Sound once boasted one of the world’s highest concentrations of oysters.

			As a child in the 1970s, I would find large Pacific oysters on the rocky shores of Hood Canal at low tide (the native Olympia oysters were all but extinct by then)‚ and collecting them was much easier than chasing the razor clams that burrow faster than most humans can dig. But by the 1980s, the Puget Sound oyster industry was mostly aquaculture, pioneered by innovative farmers like Justin Taylor of Taylor Shellfish, who in the 1980s found that oyster farming created myriad benefits: improved water quality, economic opportunities, and a better oyster shape, size, and taste.

			Since then, the oyster world has shifted from intrepid hunters gathering wild oysters (legally or otherwise) to farm-based systems oriented both toward consumption of oysters on the half shell and taking advantage of oysters’ immense fecundity to restore wild oyster populations. Happily, oyster aquaculture, when done properly, is more environmentally friendly than other forms of aquaculture, and this shift toward restoration over pillaging could have significant benefits on a global scale. Which is all the more reason to revisit oysters as a regular part of your diet (just as sparkling wine doesn’t have to be just for special occasions!).

			Think of this book as an oyster smorgasbord of sorts, with little bites for oyster lovers no matter what page you flip to. It’s not an academic history of oysters, nor an exhaustive shopping guide to the hundreds of oyster “brands” (almost all of which fall within the same two oyster species). What you will find are tips about the varieties you can buy in shops and restaurants, facts about oyster growth and aquaculture, and stories about the many ways oysters have intersected with social, cultural, and economic forces throughout history. Ultimately, though, I hope this book will make you shuck and cook some oysters immediately.

			Raw oysters on the half shell are a perfect way to start any meal, but cooking oysters makes them the centerpiece. The oyster is an ingredient that can withstand a variety of cooking techniques and seasonings. Once you’re comfortable shucking oysters (no more difficult than shelling shrimp or cracking a lobster tail), a huge variety of recipes is available to you with little effort—and huge payoff. Rediscover centuries-old American recipes, experiment with traditional dishes from around the world, and learn certain basic techniques that, once mastered, let you develop your own taste combinations.
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Recipe Notes 

			Before you cook, please read these notes to guarantee success. And keep in mind that cooked oyster dishes don’t keep well, so all the cooked recipes here should be served immediately, and don’t plan for there to be leftovers.

			Oyster Liquor

			Most of these recipes use the strained liquid—aka “oyster liquor”—from the oyster shells. This perky brine adds extra oyster flavor to fillings that might otherwise obscure the oyster itself. Unfortunately, it’s not always easy to obtain this liquid. Some oysters are just depressingly dry, and with others, during the struggle to open them, much of the liquid can be absorbed by your shucking towel or glove. And on rare occasions, the oyster liquor tastes insipid and flavorless (in which case, buy your oysters somewhere else next time).

			This is why you should have a stash of store-bought bottled or canned clam juice on hand. Clam juice is widely available and makes a tasty substitute for fresh oyster liquor. Be sure to use one that has no additives besides water or salt; some common brands include Snow’s, Bumble Bee, Bar Harbor, and Cento.

			In any recipe that calls for strained and reserved oyster liquor, ¼ cup (60 ml) is the assumed quantity of liquid per dozen oysters. Use the bottled clam juice to make up the difference. Leftover clam juice can be frozen in ice-cube trays, then transferred to freezer bags and kept in the freezer for up to a year.

			Oyster Sizes

			If you’re wondering what size oysters to use for the recipes in this book: It doesn’t matter. With few exceptions, the recipes will work best with whatever freshest oysters are available to you. In general, larger oysters are better for cooking, but both tiny fried Kumamotos and large fleshy fried Gulf oysters have their supporters and detractors. If the oyster itself is fresh and delicious, the finished dish will be, too. For some stews and pies that use several types of oysters, you may want to adjust quantities to achieve your ideal balance of oysters with the other ingredients, but don’t stress about it. Huge oysters can be cut in half, and when you’re buying tiny oysters, it’s usually a good idea to buy an extra 50 percent anyway, just to satisfy any oyster-loving appetites.

			Salt

			The recipes in this book call for sea salt, which should be finely ground so it dissolves more easily. However, kosher salt and coarser grinds can be used as well. You just may need to adjust quantities since salinity varies among salt styles, grinds, and even brands.

			

		


		

			
How to Buy Oysters


			
					The first man gets the oyster. The second man gets the shell.

					 — Andrew Carnegie

				
			Oysters in the shell are sold alive, so the idea of “freshness” is a little different than when shopping for fish that is already dead. Normally, live seafood would guarantee freshness, but a live oyster does not always mean it’s in good shape. Oysters can stay alive three weeks or longer when stored properly, which is both good and bad. Many vigorous oysters still taste like they just came out of the water after two weeks, but others can deteriorate quickly if stored at overly warm or cold temperatures. You’ve probably had sad oysters that weren’t rotten or dangerous but just tasted flat, dry, or a little funky. This is easily avoided by taking a few simple steps when buying oysters.

			
					
Make sure the oysters are alive. If an oyster’s shell is open at all, discard it. Oyster shells should peek open only when the oysters are in the water, as part of the filter-feeding process. An open oyster in a fishmonger’s display case may not be dead, but it’s on its way. Some will say to tap the shell and if it snaps shut, the oyster is alive, but an oyster whose shell isn’t clamped shut is no picture of health. Dead oysters stink horribly, so while it’s rare to find a long-dead oyster for sale, a terrible odor is another good sign that you should pass.

					
Ask to see the harvest tag. Unless you buy directly from the farmer, oysters pass through anywhere from two to seven intermediaries en route to your plate, from wholesalers to storage facilities to trucking companies to distributors. There are strict regulations on every step of this so-called cold chain to ensure that proper temperatures are maintained, but the more handlers, the more risk of breaking the chain. To help track where they’ve been, all oysters sold to markets and restaurants are legally required to come with a harvest tag, which documents when and where they were harvested. This tag must be retained by the seller for ninety days. Use the harvest tag as a guide and try to stay within ten days of harvest.

			

			Unlike dubious seafood market terms such as “local” and “just caught,” the harvest tag gives you the exact date and location that the oysters were pulled from the water. It also includes the name of the company who sold the oysters plus the name of the original shipper if they weren’t sold directly from the farm. Sometimes oysters are moved from the farm and held in a storage facility until sale, in which case a tag might have two dates, the original harvest date and the date they were removed from storage. A seller must provide this tag on request. If your seller doesn’t want to show you the tag or, worse, doesn’t know what you’re talking about, you should move on. It doesn’t mean anything sinister is going on, but it means the employees haven’t been properly trained in oyster storage.

			
					
Bring your knife.Since bags of wholesale oysters are pulled from the water at the same time and place, most oysters for sale in a seafood market should all be in similar condition. This might seem like an extreme move, but if you’re really concerned about oyster quality, just bring your oyster knife to the market and buy a couple to shuck on the street (a flask of Muscadet is a nice accompaniment to this curbside feast) before committing to a bigger purchase.

			

			Fresh from the Farmer

			As with all fresh ingredients, it pays to buy direct from the farmer. Even if you don’t live near an oyster farm (most of which can arrange local delivery for larger quantities), many offer mail order. It may be that the same oyster farm whose oysters passed through several companies en route to your local market could instead ship directly to you. Packed correctly, oysters do very well in transit, and it’s akin to receiving live salmon from a fisher. If you’re ordering a lot of oysters, mail order is almost always your best bet to get direct from a farmer.

			Wet Storage

			Postharvest, oysters survive off the seawater kept in their shells from their original growing environment. The exalted “oyster liquor” is that seawater. When eating raw oysters, you may confuse this water with the taste of the oyster itself, since it has a bracing saline flavor and is the first thing that hits your mouth. Sometimes various companies along the supply chain keep oysters in seawater to keep them in top condition until sale. This does maintain freshness, but it also means that the oyster liquor from the oyster’s longtime home is quickly replaced by this new water supply, since oysters filter water nonstop. The new water’s flavor (a factor of mineral content and concentration) won’t affect the flavor of the oyster meat during this short term, but the liquor flavor will change.

			When oysters from several regions are kept together in one tank, they can all take on similar tastes. This so-called wet storage is often a trade-off between ensuring quality and maintaining the taste of the oyster’s original home. Just as the term “terroir” is used in the wine world to describe the soil, climate, and other environmental characteristics of a specific region that impact a wine’s aromas and flavors, the term “merroir” is used to describe the water and surrounding ecosystem that give oysters such a variety of flavors and textures.

			Once You Get Them Home

			Even in the nineteenth century, live oysters were kept for very long periods and transported by steamship or rail for hundreds of miles to inland cities. But these were large wild oysters with thick shells and lots of life-giving seawater trapped inside, so they were prepared for the journey in a way that today’s small, brittle-shelled farmed oysters are not. Still, if you buy fresh and healthy oysters, you’ll be surprised by how robust they are.

			Keep unopened oysters in the refrigerator, with the cupped side down. Place them in an open container covered with a damp towel—a tight covering or a sealed airtight container will kill them. The oysters should be damp but never immersed in water. Refrigerators are usually between 34° and 38°F (1° and 3°C), which is perfect for oysters. Under 40°F (4°C), they essentially enter a state of dormancy, as cold-water oysters naturally do in winter. You may want to use a refrigerator thermometer to ensure that you’re storing them below 40°F (4°C) and over 34°F (1°C); under 34°F (1°C), the oysters may start to shrivel and die.

			Just-harvested oysters will easily keep for at least a week when stored this way. Generally speaking, the more liquid inside, the longer they will stay healthy, fresh, and, of course, alive. Pop a couple open to get a sense of where they’re at. And remember, the “cold chain” doesn’t end when you buy the oysters: The time between purchase and getting them in your fridge should be less than two hours.

			Didn’t Eat Them in Time? Shuck ’Em

			Few oyster lovers will have more oysters than they can eat. There’s a reason you rarely hear the phrase “leftover oysters.” Still, on the off chance you find yourself with extras, the meat freezes surprisingly well: Shuck the oysters and strain the oyster liquor. Put the oysters in an airtight container, covered with the strained liquor, plus additional clam juice if necessary to just cover the oyster meat. Then freeze. Shucked oysters that are properly packed and frozen this way will keep for up to 3 months in the freezer. To use in cooked dishes (they’re safe for raw consumption but lack the flavor complexity of freshly shucked), simply thaw overnight in the refrigerator.
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The Ultimate Guide to Shucking
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					The world is an oyster but you don’t crack it open on a mattress.

					—Arthur Miller, Death of a Salesman

				
			Like driving, oyster shucking may be intimidating to anyone who hasn’t done it, but with practice it becomes almost instinctive.

			Don’t begin your shucking education when you have other people to serve. Instead, buy two dozen oysters to practice on for a solo meal (even mangled oysters are delicious slurped over the sink). Once you have your oysters, all you need is a shucking knife, an old dish towel or an oyster glove, and a little confidence. Success is all in the wrist, and practice makes perfect.

			If possible, situate yourself near a sink to easily shake out your towel and rinse the knife or your hands as needed.
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Scrub the oysters quickly under running tap water before shucking, ideally with a stiff kitchen brush, or even a firm toothbrush. You want to remove any dirt or sand that could get inside the shell. Pat the oysters dry with the dish towel.


					Refamiliarize yourself with the oyster’s anatomy (see diagram above). The hinge is the only place where the top and bottom shells are connected; the shells are held tightly together by the adductor muscle, which runs from the top to the bottom of the shells. When the hinge is closest to you, the adductor muscle is on the right. All you need to do is get the knife inside and cut the oyster from the adductor muscle, which will break its hold on the shells.

					Fold a dish towel and place it over your nondominant hand (or put on a heavy-duty glove). Hold the oyster in the towel, cupped side down and hinged end toward you, making sure your hand is protected from any knife jabs as well as sharp edges from the oysters themselves. Alternatively, you can hold the oyster against a countertop, which can give you more leverage but tends to put your hand more at risk. Experiment with both methods to find the one you prefer.

					Work the tip of the knife (if the knife has a bent tip, it should be pointing up) into the opening at the hinge of the oyster.

					
Use a back-and-forth twisting motion with your wrist, rather than poking or prying up and down, to wriggle the knife between the shells. If parts of the shell chip off, just wipe the knife clean and keep going.
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					Once you’ve wriggled the tip of the knife in about ¼ inch (6 mm) deep, pry upward to “pop” the top shell, or use a twisting motion to pry the shells apart enough to slide the knife in without effort.

					Run the knife along the cavity of the top shell to detach the oyster without damaging it. Cutting the top adductor muscle will free the top shell.

					With the top shell removed, wipe the knife clean and run it along the bottom shell to fully free the oyster. Try to keep the oyster upright as you shuck to avoid losing its liquor.

					With a (clean) finger, wipe any shell bits from the oyster, and serve.

			

			If you’re using the oysters in a recipe that calls for the oyster liquor—or you’re not confident with your technique—shuck over a bowl to catch errant liquid. This liquid can be strained to remove any shell bits and then used in recipes, or even added back to the shells when serving on the half shell.

			
Other Ways to Shuck an Oyster

			There is more than one way to shuck an oyster. As you gain experience, try these methods, too, and see what works best for you.

			The Side Method
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			The side method can be faster than the familiar hinge method for opening certain oysters, such as those with flatter and more brittle shells, or specific oysters that for whatever reason have a visible seam on the side of the shell that can accommodate a knife tip (experienced shuckers can spot such access points quickly). It’s essentially the same as the primary hinge method, just with a different point of entry. Holding the oyster in the towel with your nondominant hand, use the same back-and-forth twisting motion of the knife to work the blade into the side of the oyster rather than the hinge, approximately where the adductor muscle should be. The proximity of the knife opening to the adductor muscle lets you sever the oyster from its top shell quickly and easily, at which point the oyster is yours.

			The French Method
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			In France, it’s common to serve oysters still attached to the bottom shell, with forks to remove the meat just before eating. This is partly so the guest knows the oysters weren’t pulled from a jar and placed on old shells, but mostly because it’s believed they stay fresher that way. No one knows exactly at which point the oyster dies between our opening the shell and digesting it, and since the oyster’s minuscule heart sits next to the adductor, it follows that some cells might stay alive until the oyster is fully cut from its shell.

			
The Clean Method
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			If you’re a novice or messy shucker, here’s a trick for shucking that ensures that no liquor is spilled, and that you and your guests don’t get bits of shell in your mouths. This method might be anathema to shucking purists, but it’s a good option to have in your arsenal. It takes just as much time as painstakingly picking shell bits out of each oyster, but it allows you to attack the oyster at any angle without fear of losing liquor. It’s also the best way to shuck oysters that will be cooked.

			Set up three bowls: one for the oysters and their liquor, one for the top shells, and one for the bottom shells. Using your preferred shucking method, hold the oyster (in your towel or glove-covered hand) over the first bowl, so that it catches all the liquor. When you cut the oyster free of the adductor muscle, let it fall into the bowl, and put the top and bottom shells in their respective bowls.

			When all oysters are shucked, transfer the top shells to a serving platter and wipe that bowl clean. Using clean hands, gently swirl the oysters in their liquor (or quickly in water if there isn’t enough oyster liquor) to remove any tiny shell bits from the oyster meat, then transfer the cleaned meat to the empty bowl. Strain the oyster liquor through a very fine-mesh strainer (or any strainer lined with cheesecloth) into the bowl with the oysters.
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