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It is the mid-nineteenth century and you find yourself standing on a misty river bank of a cobbled industrialised city. Squealing, scampering children − some in rags and others in smarter clothes − are chasing each other through hordes of merchants in the bustling market as folk scramble for a deal at wooden barrows lining the water’s edge. The sound of salt-spattered masts and sails clinking and slapping in the breeze carries through the air as men, women and children heave wicker baskets loaded brimful with oysters from boat to harbour. The repeated thud of timber knocking the jetty is added to the clamour as thick serpentine ropes wrestle boats still. Not far away, plumes of soot bellow from the raven-black chimney of a giant steam train as it grinds to a halt in the central station where, too, even more oyster bushels are being unloaded and ferried down to market. The townsfolk are thankful that fresh oysters from the coast are now arriving from beach to barrow in record time thanks to the railway. Looking down at your shoes, the cobbled market place is awash with saline oyster liquor and piles of discarded shells are strewn everywhere at the feet of both gentry and beggars − oysters, unlike many aspects of society, are attainable and devoured by all classes. Welcome to the boomtowns at the height of oyster production of the British Isles and Ireland 150 years ago where the oyster is ready to feed the ever-growing population.

Our very language provides evidence of the oyster’s presence in our lives beyond the gastronomic institutions. The word oyster comes from the word ‘ostrea’, which is a Latinisation of the Greek ‘osteon’ meaning ‘bone’; this derives from the beautiful bone-like colour of the mother-of-pearl interior of the oyster shell. The term ‘ostracised’ was first coined in Ancient Greece; voters would elect to banish another citizen by writing that person’s name down on an old oyster shell. Those receiving enough votes would then be exiled from the state, usually for ten years. As over half of the English language is derived from a melting pot of Greek and Latin roots (and a significant number of Germanic, too), these oyster-embedded words from classical civilisations have stayed with us. And as the centuries rolled on, the oyster continued to capture the imagination, including William Shakespeare. In 1602, he coined the phrase ‘the world is my oyster’ in his play The Merry Wives of Windsor, which is still used today. Now, in twenty-first-century London, millions of journeys on the city’s buses, Tube and trains are made using the contactless Oyster card. The influence of the mollusc is everywhere.

But what is an oyster? In short, the shellfish creature is a sessile, filter-feeding, saltwater bivalve mollusc with a rough shell. It filters large amounts of water to feed on the phytoplankton suspended in the water. It loves brackish water (water that has more salinity than freshwater, but not as much as seawater) and marine environments and can produce a pearl, and they have been highly prized for both the pearl and their nutritious qualities throughout the ages. It might not be so obvious, but oysters are interwoven into the fabric of our past, sometimes quite literally. The same way builders today use hardcore and aggregate for foundations, the floor surfaces and pathways of the past would also have been constructed mainly from shell. Not only has the creature survived on this planet for around 500 million years but, long before the onset of agriculture, our ancestors would have feasted on the energy-packed meat between an oyster’s shells before venturing away from the safety of the coast and making their way inland through the dangerous forests.

In the far northern reaches of Scotland at the coastal settlement of Skara Brae, oyster shell remains have been discovered cast aside in a Neolithic village from 5,000 years ago. In extinct subterranean rivers beneath London today, there have been discoveries of oyster shells from the Roman Londinium in layers of earth 40ft below present-day street level. In Ireland, the origin of the name Sligo (the county, castle and town) is derived from earlier versions of the Gaelic ‘sligeach’, meaning the ‘place abundant with shells’; in Wales, there is a town simply called Oystermouth on the southern coast. In the British Isles and Ireland, there is a profound cultural dependence on the oyster.

If we look very briefly further back into the history of our island nations, it is a simple truth that because north-west Europe is surrounded by water, the first inhabitants of the British Isles and Ireland would have exploited the coastal areas for sustenance, with nourishing oysters being plentiful in the temperate waters. As we move closer to the present day from about 10,000 years ago, the link between local inhabitants and the oyster becomes much more obvious in the form of shell remains in middens (or ‘kitchen midden’, a literal translation from the Danish ‘kjökkenmödding’ which refers to prehistoric refuse heaps which often contain animal bone and shells). These comprised the discarded detritus of hunter-gatherers who would have used the presence of oysters as clean-water indicators to sustain and nourish them, particularly on the west coast of Scotland and Ireland.

In more recent history, oysters from Essex, Kent and Hampshire were important enough to be mentioned in the Domesday Book of 1086 and, in the seventeenth century, they crept into the first printed texts as oyster recipes right the way through to the Victorian era. They have been both an ‘everyman’ food when in abundance before industrialisation, and then a food of decadence once they became scarce at the turn of the twentieth century. Once an affordable food for the poor, the bountiful availability of oysters transcended into culture, as documented by authors such as Samuel Pepys in his diary entries of the 1600s and Charles Dickens’ descriptions of working-class life ‘that poverty and oysters always seem to go together’ in The Pickwick Papers (1837). Even pecks of oysters are mentioned among the costermongers and chimney sweeps in Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor (1851).

If you walk along the River Thames foreshore today, you can see thousands of oyster shells amongst the brick, bones and fragments of pottery from when the Thames was used as a rubbish dump. Even Charles Darwin used oysters from Newhaven in his experiments at the University of Edinburgh, which would eventually lead him to develop his evolution theory. Since the 1960s, the oyster has become accessible once again to all strata of society after hatcheries were established and farming oysters became more commercially viable. In the last ten years, oyster culture has experienced a renaissance with oyster bars popping up once again in all of our towns and cities.

But what is behind us rediscovering a native food which was once so much more commonplace and available to everyone? If oysters have been so bountiful in times gone by, what made us lose that desire or ability to harvest them in such abundance? The jagged shell and smooth flesh of the animal is a world away from the processed plastic food so prevalent in our high streets and fast-food outlets. The salty sea notes of a fresh oyster can take us straight from the oyster bar to the water’s edge, harking back to our ancestral roots on the edge of the sea, foraging between the tides before great forests were felled and towns were built.

Despite the mainland British Isles having over 11,000 miles of coastline and Ireland’s being around 4,500 miles in total (according to the best current estimates), it has become apparent that we are not widely renowned for the oysters we produce on a world stage dominated by France, Asia Pacific and North America. China is by far the biggest producer of oysters worldwide, harvesting over 58 million tonnes of molluscs a year. Apart from a select few fisheries and farms in the British Isles and Ireland, it really is the case that most people are simply unaware of our wonderful indigenous oysters, both domestically and internationally.

Having grown up in Essex working on my local oyster farm, buying and selling local produce was just a way of life. Once I started to deal with a broader spectrum of clientele, such as restaurateurs, I was astounded at how little was known about the salty treasures from our lochs, bays and creeks.

If I had a pound for every time I am asked if I’m serving Fine de Claire oysters in London, I could probably buy enough oysters to give one each to the capital’s nine million inhabitants. But let’s be fair − the Fine de Claire (translated literally as ‘delicacies of the pond’) from the west coast of France is the most famous of the French oysters along with its more elusive and seasonal neighbour, the Belon from Brittany. They would both easily make the list of the top ten most famous oysters in the world. However, it has been astonishing to me how many people of different nationalities would often fail to ask for oysters from British and Irish shores. Somebody coming to a UK or Irish oyster bar with a fully stocked menu of incredible local produce and asking for Fine de Claire is like going into a Belgian chocolate shop in Brussels and asking for a bar of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk!

Customers can be forgiven for asking for French oysters on my watch, though, because at least they have heard of them before. The French are romantic about their food and, in particular, their oysters. They also enjoy warmer temperatures, more suitable for growing oysters in the wild using tried-and-tested Roman techniques. Historically, by focusing on aquaculture during shortages, not only did the French government respond to historical overfishing scares much more successfully than Britain (who, at the time, governed Ireland), but the French do a fantastic job at celebrating France and exporting their products and culture to the rest of the world − such examples include champagne, foie gras and Camembert. France is one of the leading oyster-producing nations that together cultivate over 90 per cent of the global supply − the others are China, Japan, Republic of Korea and the USA. Ireland comes in around twelfth, the UK seventeenth and the Channel Islands are twenty-second on the same list published in 1999.

Today, all around the coasts of England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales and the Channel Islands we have working oyster beds and farms. Oysters also occur naturally in our waters with the indigenous species being the native, also known as flat oyster or ostrea edulis. There are also extinct oyster species in Dorset’s Jurassic stone and others scattered across the country as relics called gryphaea (commonly known as ‘devil’s toenails’).

When the Romans came to Britain in AD 43, they famously introduced many new things, including straight roads, broccoli, rabbits and, of course, Latin. Another key introduction to our way of life was a knowledge of aquaculture, which helped to develop efficient oyster cultivation; while the Chinese are believed to be the inventors of aquaculture, it is a Roman Praetor called Orata in 97 BC who is credited with being the first to lay out artificial oyster beds in Europe. And while struggling to come up with anything positive to say about life in Britannia, the Roman politician and historian Sallust did at least manage to note in AD 50: ‘Poor Britons . . . there is some good in them after all . . . they produce an oyster.’ And from archaeological records in Rome, it is widely recognised that Colchester native oysters were a highly prized delicacy and so desired that they were exported back to Rome for lavish consumption by the ruling élite. The Essex town of Colchester was established as the first capital city of Roman Britain (known then as Camulodunum) and lies at a meeting of three rivers − the Pyfleet, Blackwater and Colne. A couple of thousand years later, it still has a thriving oyster industry and this is the part of the world I call home.

I was born on the Blackwater in the town of Maldon, Essex, just nineteen miles from Colchester by road and about half that by boat. Maldon is an old Saxon town on a hill flanked by the gentle rivers Chelmer and Blackwater. Both rivers flow into the Blackwater Estuary that, in turn, drains into the North Sea amongst the sprawling mudflats, windswept halophytic plants and silent creeks. I grew up just out of town in the village of North Fambridge on the River Crouch. Between the Thames and the Blackwater, the rivers Crouch, Roach and all the creeks in between − where the famous medieval Walflete Oysters were harvested − are rich in oyster heritage and smuggling. Just along from Fambridge is the oyster spot Brandy Hole, a place that gets its name from smugglers stashing their contraband brandy in a secluded area of marsh safe from Customs boats on the waters. Smugglers would leave the brandy there until the coast was clear and then move on.

What was good for brandy was good for the oyster, which flourished in the sequestered bays of the salt marsh and mudflats away from the hustle and bustle of open water. After the last Ice Age, it was the forming of the salt marsh-lined estuaries of East Anglia, Essex and Kent which created an ideal sheltered environment for the native oyster to thrive. An aerial photograph of these areas at high tide looks a bit like a barcode or arteries of water and mud snaking through the grass.

As a family, I remember walking the sea walls along the river with our dog Ben the Border Collie after we had seen off a pub lunch at the Ferry Boat Inn (cheese and pickle on granary for me, every time). At the end of our walk, my siblings and I would scramble through the boat yard to the end of the boardwalk until we could go no further. There we would sit with our legs dangling over the edge inches from the murky water of the Crouch. Watching the terns, gulls and the many wading birds going about their business, we’d scour the mudflats in among the samphire and the weather-boarded boathouses with our buckets and crabbing lines (and some scraps from the Ferry Boat lunch) to catch some last-minute Essex crustaceans before the tide came in and swallowed up the road back to the pub.

Our family then moved to an old disused cattle farm called Great Canney on Hackmans Lane between the mid-Essex villages of Purleigh, Cock Clarks and Cold Norton. It was next to a big white water tower that you could see for miles around. I used to do agricultural work on the neighbouring farms − grain carting, rolling fields, mulching hedgerows, bud rubbing in the vineyards, that sort of thing − as well as labouring for my dad’s building firm. Then one day in 2006, I received a call from my sister’s friend’s father, Richard Emans, who owned the local oyster farm, Maldon Oysters. Their plant was at the other end of Hackmans Lane just over a couple of miles away. They needed someone to run their oyster shack in Maldon’s Promenade Park along from Hythe Quay, which took its name from the Saxon ‘hythe’ meaning landing place and, today, a multitude of sailing barges are seen moored there with their masts clinking in the breeze. Right up until the mid-twentieth century, oyster smacks (boats) would be moored up along the Hythe Quay, a cockle’s throw from the shack.

I took the job and was thrown into a world of bivalves, dressed crabs and potted shrimp. I had always known of the oyster fisheries in Essex, but now being involved with one was incredible − a little bit like living in the Champagne region all your life and then starting to work one day for Dom Perignon.

While working there, I was fascinated by the combination of science and nutrition involved in oysters and the act of celebration that came with eating such an amazing food source produced in the very creeks where I grew up. Over the years, I would shuck hundreds of thousands of oysters at London markets, and drive many miles nationwide to deliver the little critters to locations between the banks of the Blackwater and the restaurants of the capital, and much further afield.

Almost fifteen years have passed since I started out in the oyster industry. Up until 2014, I was working the London food markets popping open thousands of bivalves a day for Maldon Oysters in Chelsea and in Borough Market for Richard Haward’s of West Mersea, while also doing my own Bobby’s Oysters events in the City. In 2015, I launched the oyster programme at the Marylebone restaurant Chiltern Firehouse for American hotelier André Balazs and Michelin-starred chef Nuno Mendes. It is at Chiltern Firehouse that I now get to showcase incredible oysters every day on the oyster cart. I plate them up in sixes, twelves or more perched on a bed of crushed ice on silver platters. I whisk them into the heaving restaurant and courtyard and position the plates on the marble tables as the centrepiece of the feast. While standing beside the guests, it’s a pleasure to share one or two of the wonderful stories that have accompanied the precious bivalves on their journey from tide to table. By spending time with our diners, I can also help to instil more of an understanding of how the unique flavour profiles of the different oysters are intrinsically linked to each oyster’s provenance. For example, how an estuary oyster’s brackish notes can be indicative of a marshy lowland; or how an opaque, creamy-coloured flesh means the oyster has been fattening up in spring and will give a sweeter taste than that of a translucent oyster at the end of summer after spawning. Between shucking, enjoying the privilege of being a storyteller is a gift. Being able to conjure up images of the oyster farmers and the natural beauty surrounding the oyster beds and rivers is an absolute delight, and people always want to know more, often asking for directions to these wild and largely unknown pockets of the world.

One of the most celebrated chefs in the world today, René Redzepi, the owner of the two-Michelin-starred Danish restaurant Noma, wrote in his cookbook, ‘When you can no longer afford to import raw materials, you automatically look to see what you have yourself that you can do something with and how you can be self-sufficient.’ René Redzepi was referring specifically to Icelandic produce and cuisine while on a research trip for his Copenhagenbased restaurant. In today’s economic climate, though, and with an exponentially growing population, this philosophy can definitely be applied to British and Irish food trends with the resurgence in interest of localism, foraging and home-grown produce − and the oyster perfectly fits this idea of sustainably harvesting quality ingredients.

Throughout my time in the oyster industry, I have consistently felt a groundswell of interest in shellfish, but this hasn’t always been the case; the oyster in the British Isles and Ireland has been both popular and unpopular at various points in our history. So I invite you to come on a journey with me, deep into the oyster regions of the British Isles and Ireland, where we will uncover the history of the oyster, the role it plays in the environment and our interaction with this unique superfood. As well as delving into the distant past, we will uncover the significance of the oyster today, and we can sample the delights of the specialist establishments that prepare and serve this most nutritious shellfish to their customers. Then, having cast our net as wide as we can, we’ll look at what the future has in store for the British and Irish oyster.
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