
After returning from Asia, my 
animal need for the taste of the sea 
was the nagging subtext of my last 

days in New York. Soon we’d be living in 
Colonial Mexico, inland, ten hours from the 
coast. So it was vital my mouth fill with a 
breeze-on-the-beach before I went. Oysters.

The New York cabbie was from Mali, 
here seventeen years, but still out of place. 
I’m thinking of returning, he told me before 
dropping us off at a sushi joint. What’s become 
of the American dream? I wondered after he 
revealed he had a better life back home. At the 
restaurant, the salmon roe, sitting atop rounds 
of sticky rice, popped in my mouth—a rush of 
joy at a farewell lunch with my sister and mom.

The Taste of Place
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I woke dreaming of oysters. Filter feeders, 
they cleanse the water they live in. At a chef’s 
tasting, I once loosened oysters from all over 
the US with a baby fork before tipping them 
up into my waiting mouth. We sat at café 
tables in a large room while servers placed a 
tray of each variety to the center of our table. 
They glistened, healthy, each oyster well 
chilled, filling its shell to the max. I inhaled 
first, slurping each down with its liquor while 
making notes on a tiny white pad. An oyster’s 
flavor and texture are inseparable—briny-
crisp, earthy-soft, and on. Eating live oysters 
in a room filled with other chefs filled my 
body with a kind of be-here-now zest. And so, 
I vibrated for a moment in my seat.

A few chews release an oyster’s flavor, 
whether it’s assertive, mild, minerally, or 
a sweet, almost fruity finish. I swallowed 
plump fresh water oysters from New Orleans, 
their earthy finish similar to those I ate for 
ten cents a pop in the French Quarter decades 
before. And I swallowed metallic, almost 

crunchy Maine Belons, a European Flat, 
relocated from Europe a century ago.

Even when oysters are seeded with the 
same species, they take on the taste of their 
place. So those Flats taste nothing like their 
French cousins. Terrior is wine’s word for the 
taste of place, like Burgundy and Champagne, 
named for their region. Merrior is the word 
for the sea, because seawater—its taste, its 
temperature, all that surrounds it—informs 
an oyster’s flavor. Hence an oyster’s location 
often gives it its name, think Hamma-Hamma 
or Penn Cove Pacific Oysters.

Although my Mali cabbie didn’t take to 
New York, a displaced species is a kind of New 
Yorker. It was easier for me to transplant from 
the ’burbs of New York to New England’s quiet. 
Its freethinkers and distinctive seasons shaped 
me. So, at that tasting, with all that choice, 
the familiar snap of Oyster Creeks moved me 
most. Farmed around Plymouth Bay where the 
Pilgrims landed, the chilly water keeps them 
crisp with a clean flavor that disappears as 

soon as it arrives. Those oysters are just briny 
enough to shout: here comes the tide!

Oysters used to be so abundant along the 
east coast that John Smith almost snagged his 
boats on the giant Chesapeake reefs of 1607. 
But Americans have always been as insatiable 
for oysters as I am, wiping out a species, then 
replenishing it with immigrant oysters from 
elsewhere that take on the flavor of their new 
home country of . . . well, transplants. Tiny 
Olympias practically disappeared during the 
gold rush, and I’ve been known to eat so many 
Wellfleets standing up that I can understand 
why oyster beds were endangered for centuries.

Long ago, I took the man who would 
become my husband out on a date. I could feel 
what was coming, especially after he told me 
he loved little tinned fish and raw oysters. 
I did things my way. We stopped in Grand 
Central Station where we sat at the Oyster 
Bar. Behind it, waiters in starchy whites 
make oyster stew in stand-up copper tureens 
that tipped on a hinge right into their bowls.

While the smell of cream and cooking 
oysters perfumed the room, we wanted raw. 
It’s out of character that I don’t remember the 
oysters we ate. Maybe that’s love. But I do know 
it was good for us both, and that we followed 
it with my choice of film—Charlie Chaplin’s 
Modern Times; he loved that too. Oysters, old 
movies, and a man: what more could I want?

Decades later, I will be an immigrant soon, 
moving to a new country with that same 
man. There will be no more parties in our old 
kitchen with piles of oysters and a few knives 
for shucking. There will be no more sitting at 
the Beachcombers Bar in Wellfleet, watching 
the shucker insert, jiggle, slice across, open.

I’ll never make it back New England to live 
again. So before taking the train north to the 
Berkshires to say goodbye, I sat alone in Grand 
Central, eating my Oyster Bar oysters. A tribe of 
us, in fact, bent over our oysters as if in prayer, sit-
ting along the bar, slurping then smiling, before 
leaving for our trains elsewhere. Me too. I had a 
husband waiting, boxes sealed, bags packed. 
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