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TIT. 3.—ANIMALS INHABITING OYSTER-BEDS IN BRACKISH WATERS.

Although the oyster-beds are generally planted on bottoms that were
originally muddy, when covered wholly or partially with living oysters or
with dead oyster-shells, such bottomsm ay properly be regarded as ‘‘shelly
bottoms” analogous to the natural shelly bottoms of the outer waters.
The shells of the oysters afford suitable attachment for various shells,
bryozoa, ascidians, hydroids, sponges, &c., which could not otherwise
maintain their existence on muddy bottoms, while other kinds of ani-
mals, such as crabs, annelids, &c., find shelter beneath the shells or in
their interstices.” Some species have apparently been introduced from
farther south with the oysters; among these are Modiola hamatus and
Panopeus Herbstii, neither of which is positively known to be fully nat-
uralized on our shores. ‘

In planting the oysters they are more or less uniformly scattered over
the bottom, from somewhat above low-water mark to the depth of ten
or twelve feet. The oysters thus planted are brought mostly from the
waters of Virginia and Maryland in spring. During the summer they
usually increase greatly in size, and often become very fat and improve in
flavor. They are taken up in the fall, for if left exposed to the freezing
weather of our winters, at least all these in very shallow water would be
killed. They often double in bulk during the summer. Besides the im-
mense quantities of oysters thus brought from farther south to be ¢ plant-
ed” in our waters, large quantities of young ¢ natives” are also collected
from the localities where they naturally breed, and are planted on muddy
bottoms in the brackish waters, where they grow very rapidly, usually
attaining a size suitable for the market in two or three years.

These ¢ native oysters,” although of the same species as those brought
from the south, are more hardy, and will live through the winter if cov-
ered by a depth of water sufficient to prevent them from freezing. The
young oysters that attach themselves to stones, ledges, &c., between
tides, often in great abundance, nearly all perish by freezing during the
winter. They mostly become an inch to an inch and a half in diameter
during the first summmer. The period of spawning lasts for some time,
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but most of it seems to be done in May, June, and July. The young,
after swimming about for a short time, attach themselves to any suitable
hard object, such as rocks, shells, timber, brush, &c. On our coast very
few attempts have been made to raise the young oysters by artificial
means, because the young oysters, of a size suitable to plant, can gen-
erally be bought at a price less than the actual cost of raising them.
The time will doubtless come, however, when this will no longer be the
case, and then the methods so successfully employed on the coast of
France may be resorted to with great advantage.

The young oysters must find some solid substance to which they can
attach themselves, before losing their locomotive organs, otherwise they
will fall to the bottom and perish in the mud. It is evident, therefore,
that although the oysters planted on muddy bottoms of the right kind
will grow most rapidly, owing to the great abundance of their micro-
scopic food in the mud and turbid water; yet such localities are unfa-
vorable for breeding-grounds, because the young,or ¢ spat,” will find no
suitable objects to which they can attach themselves,unless, by chance,
to the shells of the old oysters. Therefore, if it be desired to have the
oysters in such localities produce the young ones necessary to maintain
the bed permanently, it will be necessary to place hard objects on the
bottom, to which they may adhere. Stones, broken bricks, &c., may be
used for this purpose, but nothing is better than old oyster-shells, and
they are generally cheaper than anything else.

On the coast of France bundles of twigs or fagots, prepared tiles,
and other objects have been used to catch the young, and they are al-
lowed to remain on such objects until they become large enough to be
removed and planted elsewhere.

It is obvious that the best breeding-grounds are on hard bottoms,
where there are large quantities of dead shells, pebbles, &c., to which
the young will be sure to adhere.. But such bottoms are not the best
localities for the rapid growth and fattening of the oysters. Therefore
it is always found profitable to transplant the young oysters, when large
enough, from hard bottoms to the muddy bottoms of the estuaries,where
their natural food most abounds.

All muddy bottoms are not equally adapted for this purpose. The great
differences to be found in the muddy bottoms of various localities have
already been mentioned on a previous page. (See p. 430.) Those bottoms
that are composed mainly of tenacious clay are unsuitable, both because
the oysters become imbedded too deeply in the clay, and because such
mud contains but little organic matter. Those that consist of clay or
sand mixed with decaying vegetable matter, and have a black, putrid
layer just beneath the surface are also unsuitable and should be avoided.
Those that consist of very deep, soft, pasty mud, though the mud itself
may be of good quality, are apt to allow the oysters to sink too deeply
beneath the surface and thus become smothered in the mud.

The most suitable localities are those sheltered places where there is
a firm substratum of sand or gravel, overlaid with a few inches of soft,
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flocculent mud, consisting largely of living microscopic animals and
plants, Infusoria, Diatoms, &c. Such localities are to be found in most
of our shallow estuaries, harbors, and brackish ponds, and on such
grounds the oysters grow and become fat with surprising rapidity.

The character of such bottoms is very liable to be changed by storms,
especially in winter, either by the removal of the organic mud to
some other part of the bottom or shore, or by the washing in of silt or
clay in quantities sufficient to cover the bottom and destroy the living
organisms. Thus it happens that a locality may be an excellent oys-
ter-ground one year and comparatively worthless the next, or a poor
locality may in the next year become a good one. And on this account
the great reputation that the oysters of a particular locality often ac-
quire in a favorable year may not belong to them in subsequent years,
for the quality of the oysters changes with the character of the food and
bottom where they grow. I have already mentioned several of the more
important enemies of the oysters on former pages. (See pp. 306, 326.)
The star-fishes, which are among the most destructive of these, do not
flourish in brackish waters, and this is, therefore, a great advantage.

The quantity of oysters taken from our waters is far greater than is
generally supposed by those not familiar with this important business.
The best statistics are necessarily very incomplete, but they are sufficient
to show the alinost incredible magnitude of this industry, which is,
moreover, rapidly increasing as the facilities for transporting the oysters
to all parts of the country, even to the Pacific coast, are multiplied.

According to the official report of Hunter Davidson, commissioner,
upon the oyster-fisheries, &c., of Maryland, January,1872,* the quantity
of oysters taken in Maryland waters in the year 186970 was 11,233,475
bushels, which, at an average value of 35 cents per bushel, would amount
to $4,031,716. To catch and convey these to market 8,070 men were em-
ployed on the water; 7,190,400 bushels were taken by 642 vessels (ton-
nage 14,436) engaged in dredging, and employing 4,060 hands. The
balance, 2,043,075 bushels, were taken by 1,647 boats or ¢ canoes,” using
tongs and rakes, and employing 3,410 hands. '

In 1870-°71, 597 vessels, (tonnage 13,425,) engaged in dredging, and
employing 3,775 hands, took 6,686,400 bushels ; and 1,649 ¢ canoes?”
took, with tongs, 2,261,403 bushels, employing 3,507 hands ; making the
total amount for the year, 10,947,803 bushels, valued at $3,831,731.
Many of these oysters were sold at $1 to $1.50 per bushel, while
others were sold for less than twenty-five cents, but it is probable that
the estimated average value (thirty-five cents) is considerably below the
actual value. :

The quantity taken in the waters of Virginia is probably quite as
large as that from Maryland.

Large quantities are also taken along the coast of New Jersey, Long

* Report on the Ojyster-Fisheries, Potomac River Shad and Herring Fisheries, and
the Water-fowl of Maryland, to his excellency the governor and other commissioners
of the State oyster-police force, January, 1872.



