Woodman’s of Essex Withstands Another Red Tide

Sea gull and Water Lapping Ambi

ASHLEY AHEARN: 91 years ago Lawrence Chubby Woodman set up a small booth on the Essex River to sell his freshly dug clams. Two years later he invented the fried clam, which has become a New England delicacy and a profitable tourist attraction. Today Woodman’s of Essex stands across the road from the same small rocky beach where for years local clam diggers moored their skiffs, walked across the street, and delivered their clams.  In its busy summer season the restaurant employs 350 people, 52 of whom are members of the Woodman family.  But this year the Red Tide closed clamming flats for so long that both the restaurant and the clammers felt the financial strain. 

Fade out gulls and water, bring in Restaurant Ambi

Keith Woodman sits at a hardwood table in Woodman’s restaurant.  He is the great grandson of Chubby Woodman and, as a lifelong Essex clammer, he knows what a sick clam looks like. 

KIETH WOODMAN: The necks would hang out.  And it was one of those things they looked sick.  Y’know, if they were alive you’d could say “are you sick” and they’d say “yes” Their necks would hang over and they’d be droopy, it would look different. I mean, usually when there’s no red tide you snap the mud over and the things spring back into their shell and this was like, you flip them over and they just go bllllmph, they wouldn’t go anywhere, so they actually looked sick, and that’s the best I can explain it really.  

Fade out Restaurant Ambi:

Sick clams are nothing new to New England, though few people realize it.  The red tide affects filter feeders every year to varying degrees.  The bacteria flourish in cold water and this year big snow melts in Maine provided excellent growth conditions.  The bloom moved down the coast and into the Massachusetts bay where several Nor Easters held it tight into the shore so it multiplied instead of going out to sea like it normally does.    

Fade back in Restaurant Ambi:

Keith Woodman says that people are a lot more concerned than they need to be.

KIETH WOODMAN: Alright, the red tide’s back, well this isn’t a new occurrence, it’s happened before. Let’s not make this a big deal y’know.  And they did, and that’s what hurt the state of Massachusetts, the whole of New England really.   I think what we need now is to tell everybody clams are fine, eat ‘em.

Restaurant Ambi down as bed for:

Keith can say this because when Red Tide hits, the restaurant, along with many others, imports clams from Maine and Canada.  (Restaurant Ambi fade out) New England scientists are so accustomed to the yearly bacterial blooms that they have developed reliable tests to monitor growth and concentration.  Paralytic Shellfish Poisoning, the illness Alexandrium causes in humans, is not to be taken lightly however.  It can lead to numbness, paralysis, and death depending on the amount of infected shellfish a person consumes.  

There have been no confirmed cases of PSP this year, but consumers seem to be suspicious of all seafood.   According to Steve Woodman, who is Chubby Woodman’s grandson and a co-owner of the restaurant, by July fourth, summer clam sales were down 45 percent.   

Ambi up in clear “ I’d like the Scallop Box please.” Then fade down as Restaurant Ambi bed:

The customers that know Woodman’s have faith in the restaurant’s commitment to selling safe shellfish.  A native of Norfolk MA, Sher Allen drives an hour and 15 minutes to visit Woodman’s.

SHER ALLEN: We’ve been coming here for so long and they seem reputable.  And there’s a sign that says they get their clams from way outside the red tide district.  So we trust ‘em.
While the restaurant’s numbers are down, local clammers are the hardest hit.  But Keith Woodman says that struggling through Red Tide is part of the job description.  

KIETH WOODMAN: Some guys are really hurting.  It’s not like any other time of the year.  We know we’re gonna close down.  If you don’t like the way it is, don’t do this for a living.  

Clamming can be such a lucrative business in the summer, that the beds are often over harvested.  Keith Woodman says that, from a clam’s perspective, bed closure may actually be a good thing.

KIETH WOODMAN: Other guys might disagree, but I think it was a good thing for the river, it needed a rest, a chance to grow, it needed a break. 

Restaurant Ambi fade out with above. 

At the Red Tide’s peak, the overall loss to the MA economy was close to three million dollars a week.  Clammers were losing 600,000 dollars a week.  

But the clamming heritage is stronger than any red tide.  For the man Steve and Keith Woodman refer to as Grandpa Chubby, it was a simple thing.  He wanted a place where his family could dig and sell clams on the Essex River.  Despite the challenges the Red Tide has presented to the small town of Essex, clammers like Keith Woodman show no signs of quitting, and continue to bring up their children in the rich local history. 

Fade in Restaurant very low in back

KIETH WOODMAN: I’ll surely teach them what the river’s all about and Essex and tradition.  Cuz that’s how this place started, Grandpa Chubby went down the river, made his money, all because of the clam 

Fade out Restaurant, fade in water gulls 

Changing wind direction and ocean currents have almost completely swept the red tide algae back out to sea, but scientific research this summer predicts a possible reoccurrence when spores left in coastal sands meet colder water temperatures again this fall.  

For NPR’s Intern Edition, this is Ashley Ahearn

Water and Gulls up in Clear.
