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Finding Treasure
By Peter Holtje

Editor’s Note:  As part of our efforts to collect stories relating to the
South Shore Estuary, we feature one of the more interesting tales sent
to us. We hope you enjoy it as much as we did, and that you also send us
one of your favorite memories. The best way is to e-mail us at
info@longislandtraditions.org or via regular mail to Long Island Traditions,
382 Main Street, Port Washington, NY, 11050.  Enjoy!

When I was about ten years old, I loved to hear that my father
was going gunning. That meant that in a few days I’d have
rabbit to skin and clean, or even better, a few ducks to pluck and

clean. Imagine having a son who is just dying to do the worst job a hunter can
be involved with. However, in 1949 my friend Jay and I, aged 13, decided to
find out just what our fathers were doing when they said they were going
duck hunting, since they often came home empty-handed. We prevailed
upon them to take us and they agreed as long as we were good boys and kept
quiet. We felt that was fine.

We left our warm homes at a horrible hour in the middle of the night.
They claimed it was morning, but it seemed to us like night. We all got into
a thirty-six foot Elco towing a duck boat and went from the Maple Avenue
dock area in Bay Shore across the Great South Bay southwest to Captree
Island. The Robert Moses Causeway comes ashore there going south, but

Activists Corner

As you know, traditions are always endangered,
whether from technology, lack of use, and more
frequently, through government action. We are

sharing some timely news that you may want to know
about and act on.

Fire Island National Seashore (FINS) and the Town
of Brookhaven are planning on instituting a moratorium
on the harvesting of horseshoe crabs, which many local
baymen who harvest eels, killies and conch depend on
for bait. While other fishers catch horseshoe crabs in order
to sell, eelers, killey trappers and conch fishers only
harvest the crabs for use as bait. This tradition spans
hundreds of years. Long Island Traditions is asking the
Town and FINS to provide exemptions for those baymen
who have traditionally harvested these species.

New York State is on the verge of requiring
recreational salt water fishers to purchase a license, in
order to accurately assess how many sports fishers are
fishing in the state and how much and what types of fish
they are catching. Currently the National Marine Fisheries
Service is estimating a certain number, which state DEC
Marine Resources staff dispute. The license will assist in
providing more accurate data. However the revenue
generated from the license may not be used in this manner.
You may want to contact your local assemblyperson or
state senator and tell them the revenue should go to the
DEC Marine Bureau, instead of the DEC Conservation
fund as proposed.

Lastly, there is considerable support being
considered in Washington to help support arts programs
in schools and communities. The most notable of these
include creating a Secretary of the Arts cabinet position,
creating a Music Corps program where artists and
musicians will receive stipends to teach public school
students about their heritage, and providing community
grants for arts centers and programs. To support these
ideas, write Senator Schumer and your representative,
and visit the Americans for the Arts website.

Photo by Nancy Solomon, 2007.

Sexton Island, near Captree Island, has been home to local baymen
and shellfish harvesters, both recreational and commercial, for
many generations.

See Finding Treasure on page 3
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Sea Cliff Survey

Long Island Traditions is working with the Sea Cliff Landmarks
Association and the Village of Sea Cliff on an intensive level
historic survey of the early structures built in Sea Cliff during the

1870s and early 1880s. These structures were built as summer residences
by families who attended the Sea Cliff Grove and Metropolitan Camp

Ground Association annual
summer gatherings that took place
in the picturesque north shore
village. During its first beginnings
in the early 1870s the families
pitched tents and worshiped in a
simple tabernacle, traveling from
the city to Sea Cliff by ferry. The
meetings were attended by well to
do citizens including bankers, real
estate speculators, industrialists
and other high society members.
However they preferred modest
surroundings in order to connect
with a higher spirit, in a bucolic
natural setting. Eventually they
replaced the tents with Victorian

style houses that allowed for natural sunlight and breezes. Approximately
200 houses were constructed, leasing or purchasing lots from the
Association. Today there are a substantial number of homes that remain
from this first settlement wave, retaining many of their original
architectural features.

In order to preserve
these homes LI Traditions
has begun researching the
history of each individual
house, its residents and the
community’s transition
from a religious retreat to a
summer vacation resort.
We will be interviewing
residents and conducting
in-depth historical re-
search, as a result of a grant
from the Preservation
League of New York to the
Village of Sea Cliff Landmarks Association. Ultimately we will submit a
National Register Nomination to the State Historic Preservation Office.

If you are familiar with Sea Cliff, the Methodist Camp Meetings
of the 19th century, or would like to learn more, please contact us at
(516) 767-8803.  We welcome your interest and knowledge!

Voices from the Fisheries

The National Marine Fisheries Service, part of NOAA, has launched
an online oral history archive of interviews done with fishermen
and baymen around the country. Long Island Traditions has

submitted many of our interviews to this new resource.

“The Voices from the Fisheries Database is a central repository for
consolidating, archiving, and disseminating oral history interviews related
to commercial, recreational, and subsistence fishing in the Unites States and

Photo courtesy of Sea Cliff Village Museum.

Tents like this one were commonly
used by visitors to Sea Cliff’s Meth-
odist Camp Meeting gatherings
during the 1870s.

Photo courtesy of Carol Weber.

1911 photograph of 182 14th Street, one of
the earliest homes built during the 1870s.



there was no causeway at that time. I remember the deserted Wa-Wa-
Yanda Gun Club houses being there. Our fathers set the hand-carved
duck stool out in a pair of patterns while we sat in the big boat sipping
hot chocolate and staying warm next to a small stove. We were real
rugged guys, out there in the middle of the bay and it wasn’t even light
yet. And being winter, it was truly co-o-o-o-o-ld. There we were, the
rugged guys, sipping nice hot chocolate, in a warmed boat, while the
cold, hard work was being done by someone else. Real tough “Baymen.”

After the stool was set, one of the men picked us up in the duck boat
and we all went ashore. They then towed the duck boat quite a ways away
with the Elco so it wouldn’t scare the ducks away, and they returned in
just the duck boat. They set beach grass in the rack on the duck boat for
camouflage so it wouldn’t show up so much; they also weaved (wove?)
beach grass into a small blind they made in front of them to keep any
approaching ducks from seeing them so easily and becoming scared off.
The sun came up slowly, we began hearing wings, and soon we saw ducks
overhead. More ducks than gunshots. That was telling.

After about an hour, three ducks back-pedaled into our stool, gliding
slowly and directly towards our blind. Since we had set up the stool
downwind from where we were, the ducks were slowing a good deal
while preparing to land in the water. When they were less than six feet
above the water, we heard three shots. The men got two ducks. They
asked us to row the duck boat out and retrieve the ducks, but we pleaded
that we needed to be shown how, so they just chuckled and one of them
went after the ducks. Good haul—now I’d have some great plucking and
cleaning I could do.

No more action that morning, but the men figured it had been a
successful morning and started making coffee to spend the day chatting
over it while they waited for evening gunning. Jay and I went ashore to
pass time walking the somewhat wild island. We found what felt like dry
quicksand and remembered seeing the island being dredged after WWII.
I had been told it was to drain the salt swamp so the water would change
with the tides and keep the mosquito count down. The dry quicksand was
the product of the dredging and nothing was growing on that beautiful

Photo by Martha Cooper, 1989.

The Combs house in the Town of Hempstead has a long history
of duck hunting and decoy carvers.

Finding Treasure continued from page 1

clean, white sand. Walking on it was strange; it felt like the sand
was floating on water and could give way under our feet any
time. Testing it showed us it was safe to walk on. We scared two
ducks and wished we had had shotguns with us so we could
become heroes, sort of.

After a few hours, around noon, we began to get hungry. We
came upon the tidal streams that had been made by the dredging,
and decided it would be a good idea to get a couple of rods from
the big boat, and maybe catch some lunch.

But then I saw something. I remarked to Jay that there were
oyster shells on the bank of the stream.  That was strange, because
Dad had never come home with oysters after fishing in the bay.
Clams, mussels, and a few kinds of fish yes, but never oysters.
Now the stream ran from south to north on flood tide and the
reverse during ebb tide. This tidal movement of the water within
the island was fairly new, since the mosquito draining. That had

happened just a few years back. This stream brought nice clean
water through Captree Island four times a day. On top of that, the
water was slow-running and wouldn’t cause much erosion. We
looked closely and found they were alive, not just empty old
shells from oysters that had died. We used my Boy Scout pocket
knife and opened one and found it looked right. It even smelled
good, so I tasted it. It tasted not just good, but perfect. Not just
good, nor just alive:  but absolutely PERFECT.

After a nice big luscious lunch we found our way back to
the blind. My father asked if we wanted to eat lunch and I simply
replied, “No thanks, we ate already.” Surprised, Dad asked what
we had eaten.  All I said was, “Oysters, couple dozen each.” He
laughed heartily and said, “Oh, baloney, there haven’t been
oysters in this bay for generations! Heaven knows what you
boys just ate.”

I left and returned within ten minutes carrying two large
clumps of oysters, all melded together. He was astonished.
He couldn’t believe it until he looked, smelled and tasted
more than a few. He said, “You’ve both got to swear you
won’t tell a single soul. Not a cousin, friend, girlfriend, no
one, OK?” We swore. But from then until I enlisted in the
Navy, a year after graduation, we had oysters every month
that they weRe in season.

its territories. Oral history interviews are a powerful way to document the
human experience with our marine, coastal, and Great Lakes environments
and our living marine resources. Each story archived here provides a unique
example of this connection collected from fishermen, their spouses,
processing workers, shoreside business workers and operators, recreational
and subsistence fishermen, scientists, marine resources managers, and others
—all among NOAA’s fishery stakeholders.

Separately, each history provides an in depth view into the
professional and personal lives of individual participants. Together,
they have the power to illuminate common themes, issues and
concerns across diverse fishing communities over time. The Voices
from the Fisheries Database is a powerful resource available to the
public to inform, educate, and provide primary information for
researchers interested in our local, human experience with the
surrounding marine environment.” (From www.noaa.org)

We encourage you to visit their site. In addition you can also
listen to our interviews here at Long Island Traditions. Call us or
stop by (be forewarned – many times we are out doing fieldwork or
running programs)!
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PLEASE NOTE: If you have a Long Island concert or program that focuses on some aspect of traditional culture,
drop us a line and we’ll put it in our “Events of Interest” column. The deadline is the 1st of June, September,
December and March.

January 12 - Out of Africa: Works From the Hofstra University Museum Collection David Filderman Gallery,
March 15:  Joan and Donald E. Axinn Library, Ninth Floor, South Campus.  Free and open to the public.

February 7: Chinese New Year Celebration, sponsored by the Chinese American Association of North Hempstead.
7 – 9:30 pm. Herricks High School, 100 Shelter Rock Road, New Hyde Park. Free admission. Snow
date February 13. For information visit www.caanhli.org.

February 14 - Growing Up on Long Island, a museum exhibit at the LI Museum of Art, History and Carriages.
October 25:  $4-9 admission fee. 1200 Route 25A in Stony Brook.  For information call (631) 751-0066.

February 21: Hall of Fame Céilí 2009. 7:00pm to midnight. Irish American Society, 297 Willis Avenue, Mineola.  $20,
tickets available at the door. For information call (631-698-3305) or visit http://www.cce-ma.com.

February 28: Long Island Decoy Show.  9:00 am- 4:00 pm.  Patchogue Manor, 911 Railroad Avenue, Patchogue.  For
info call (631) 537-0153.

March 19: Screening of Gotham Fish Tales. 7 pm. Avalon Park Preserve, 200 Harbor Road Stony Brook.
Reservations required. Call (631) 689-0619.

March 21: 3rd Annual Asian American Cultural Festival of Long Island.  Craft demonstrations, Asian market, films
and lecture-demonstrations. 1:00 – 6:00pm, Roosevelt Hall, Multipurpose Room, Free Admission.
Evening performance and awards program, 6 – 9 pm, Knapp Hall.  Tickets $30.    Farmingdale State
College, 2350 Broadhollow Road, Farmingdale, NY.  For info call (631) 543-5768 or visit www.aacfli.comEV
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Funding Alert

In these difficult times, arts organizations are among the first
to be cut. Local schools, museums, libraries and other
organizations and institutions rely on the New York State

Council on the Arts in order to provide essential community
based programs around the state. The Governor has already cut
the $48 million agency by $10 million, and is proposing another
$7 million cut for the upcoming fiscal year. These cuts are already
devastating. We had planned programs with the Long Island

Children’s Museum, the Young Indian Culture Group, and the
Comsewogue School District for 2009 that are now eliminated or
severely reduced because of these cuts.

In order to survive we need you. Please write or visit your
assemblyperson and state senator before February 10th asking them
to maintain the current funding level, which is already 15% less than
last year. Also tell them that the current funding levels are the same as
those in the early 1990s. And if you are interested in joining us in
Albany on February 3rd for Arts Day, please call us. Your help will
make the difference.
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