BIVALVE NATION
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Early European settlers may have come to Massachusetts to es-
tablish fisheries in the New World, but they were hardly the
first to set up seafood processing sites. Long before Europeans
landed on these shores, as far back as 6000 B.C., the native
population prodigiously harvested the ocean’s natural re-
sources. We know this today because of the massive amounts
of evidence they left behind. Ar-
chaeologists call the artifacts

shell middens.

Middens are basically prehis-
toric garbage piles. Shell mid-
dens exist all over the world, on
coastlines and tidewater flats,
along major rivers, in small
streams, wherever shellfish is
found. Over centuries they have
grown to enormous propor-
tions, some as large as 25 feet
high and a half-mile long. The
types of shellfish vary by loca-
tion and climate; clams, oysters
and mussels are most prevalent.
On Cape Cod, scallop shells are
the most common due to the
presence of bay scallops.

Middens can date from any
time period; many go as far back
as 4,000-8,000 years ago. Those
were interesting times. People
essentially hunted and gathered,
but they also started to settle
down and broaden their range
of food and living resources. Slowly, agriculture replaced for-
aging for plant food. Life focused on securing a stable food
supply throughout the year rather than continually struggling
for survival and finding nutrition from sources that were easily
available and exploited.

Anthropologists once thought of shellfish as a subsistence
food resorted to in times of scarcity. While it is relatively easy
to gather compared to hunting deer, nutritionally speaking it
is not very efficient. It takes about 300 medium oysters, 675
small clams, 147 large mussels or 192 large scallops to supply

the daily calorie intake necessary to maintain health. So, how
does one explain the volume and immensity of shell heaps that
dot the New England coastline? Those are a lot of shells for a
subsistence diet. In his recent book The Big Oyster: History on
the Half Shell, Mark Kurlansky offers an interesting explana-
tion. Perhaps our prehistoric predecessors supplemented their
diets with oysters (shellfish) as
a delicacy. In other words, they
just liked them.
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Several shell middens exist in
Massachusetts and New Eng-
land. The islands around
Boston Harbor, the Charles
River, Cape Cod and sites up in
Maine are some locations where
archaeologists have excavated.
Prehistoric stone tools were not
adequate for shucking, and the
excavated shells usually are in
good to perfect condition—
suggesting that they were not
opened forcibly. Instead, the
natives wrapped their catches in
wet seaweed and placed them
on hot stones, letting the heat
do the work for them. They
later showed this process to the
Europeans and the New Eng-
land Clambake was born. Evi-
dence also shows that they
smoked, dried and roasted their
catch, skewering them on sticks
for storage. Today shellfish gets
shucked at a processing plant or, in the case of scallops, right
on the boat.

Historians have long believed that shellfish harvesting took
place primarily during the summer months. Certainly the
warm weather conditions made their assumptions reasonable.
However, recent archaeological studies of shell middens doc-
ument prehistoric harvesting patterns that peaked primarily
during the cold season.

Bivalve shells have rings that determine their age just as trees
do, but the rings also reflect detailed tidal patterns that change
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