
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

West Sayville Maritime Survey Report 
 
 

December 2004 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Prepared by Long Island Traditions 
382 Main Street 

Port Washington, NY  11050 
(516) 767-8803 

www.longislandtraditions.org 



 2 

I. Introduction 
 
 Waterfront communities on Long Island face numerous issues about their future, as 
competing demands are made on this prized resource.  Often communities bow to pressure to 
replace historic sites with new and potentially lucrative residential and commercial sites that 
have little relationship to their environment.  In an effort to stem this tide of vanishing water 
access, and to preserve historic maritime sites, Long Island Traditions, with assistance from the 
South Shore Estuary Reserve Council, the Preservation League of New York and 
Assemblywoman Ginny Fields undertook a survey of West Sayville’s historic maritime sites, 
ranging from historic summer homes and baymen’s homes to historic oyster houses and 
restaurants.  Approximately 31 sites were surveyed by interns Jayme Breschard and Jacqueline 
Peu Duvallon along with Long Island Traditions’ director Nancy Solomon during 2003-04.  For 
each structure surveyed a survey form and photograph were completed.  In addition various 
interviews were conducted by Solomon with local residents and historians.   
 
 The sites documented reflect West Sayville’s history as a maritime center and harbor, 
where generations of baymen and visitors have enjoyed the abundant resources of this 
community.  West Sayville has a wide variety of sites that reflect the village’s center as 
harvesting community, most strongly represented by the historic Bluepoints facility which is 
currently endangered.  The sites surveyed have a high degree of architectural and historical 
integrity from a preservation point of view.  In addition there are many individuals in the 
community who have a high degree of knowledge about the waterfront’s history.  As a result of 
these factors the survey has the potential to be a major resource for the Town of Islip’s 
waterfront revitalization efforts, as well as the South Shore Estuary’s tourism and educational 
efforts. This report we hope will provide insight into this unique community, and encourage you 
to help preserve its waterfront character for future generations. 
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II. Oystering 
 
The history of West Sayville is one that centers on shellfish harvesting over several hundred 
years. According to a 1909 article in National Geographic “about the year 1847 certain Sayville 
oystermen staked off some ground……and planted a number of loads of young oysters thereon, 
from the eastern part of the Bay, and in 1849 they went there to see how they were doing and 
found that the oysters had all lived and were in such large quantities….” Around the same time 
the Town of Brookhaven began granting oyster leases.  

 
Among the earliest of the West Sayville settlers was Jacob Ockers, who was born in Bruinisse, 
Holland in 1847, arriving in Oakdale with his father Hendrik in 1851.  Ockers and other 
Dutchmen worked harvesting oysters, as well as transporting them to New York City via oyster 
schooners, where the oysters were served in restaurants.  Other Dutch pioneers included 
Cornelius Hage and Cornelius DeWall.1  As Dutch immigrants they learned to harvest oysters in 
their native country and brought these skills to Long Island. 
 
According to 96-year old Mike Van Essendelft, Sam Greene owned most of the land in West 
Sayville, whose ancestors had received a grant from the Queen of England in the 1600s.  Greene 
extended credit to Dutch folks because “he always knew their credit was good.”  In 1865 Jacob 
Ockers was granted an underwater lease from the Town of Brookhaven for 16 acres at a rate of 
$16 per year for 3 years.  In 1879 he was granted another lease for $3 per year.  Eventually 
Ockers made enough money to invest in schooners, employing Dutch immigrants to work 
harvesting the valuable crop. 2  

 
Seed oysters were generally planted in the eastern part of Great South Bay, and then transferred 
to the western part of the bay where they grew to maturity. Various individuals established 
operations at the foot of Atlantic Avenue and West Avenue including Jacob Ockers, John 
Westerbeke, George Vanderborgh, the Kwaak family and Nicholas Griek among others. These 
settlers established small oyster harvesting operations, borrowing money from more established 
families like the Greenes and Ockers to build modest houses.   

 
The oyster houses employed hundreds of residents during the 19th centuries. The houses remain 
standing, today used for other purposes. 

 

   
Ockers oyster house 2004 built c. 1880    Historic photo c. 1890 
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The early oyster harvesters used tongs and rakes, as well as non-motorized dredges to harvest 
the oysters.  However dredges quickly led to the depletion of the prized shellfish and were 
outlawed in 1870.3  In the 1896 Jacob Ockers purchased the first motorized dredge, leading 
to the depletion of oysters that continued until the 1950s.  By the early 1900s nearly all the 
oyster schooners used motorized dredges.4 
 
By the 1880s the oyster industry was near its’ peak, producing 70,000 barrels per year in 
Great South Bay.  The practice of raising seed oysters in Connecticut and other water bodies 
and transplanting them in West Sayville waters was well-established.  Among those engaging 
in this practice were Henry Vanderborgh, the Westerbeke Brothers and William Rudolph, 
who later owned large oyster houses.  However there was an increase in pressure in the 
business to consolidate, when large companies such as Sealshipt Oyster Company began 
buying smaller ones.  Ockers eventually joined forces with Sealshipt in 1912, renaming the 
company Bluepoints. 5 
 
While there were occasionally bad years for oysters, for the most part the industry was a 
healthy one, until more breaks occurred along Fire Island, which increased the salinity of the 
bay and endangered the oyster.  Blue points conducted scientific research beginning in 1917 
which demonstrated this relationship.6  Other ecological changes also affected the industry.  
In 1933 the New York Times reported that a “dark hue” had affected the appearance of the 
oysters, although the state declared that oysters were safe to eat.  The refusal of customers to 
buy the dark colored oysters resulted in hundreds of unemployed workers, already struggling 
in the Depression.7  However the most devastating impact on the oyster crop was the 1938 
hurricane.  The oysters were covered with sand that was churned up as a result of the storm. 
As a result many oyster houses turned to clamming for their livelihoods.  Among the 
companies that made the transition to clamming were Bluepoints, Vanderborgh & Son and 
Westerbeke.  Yet the trend to over harvest continued.  Local resident Lowell Ockers recalls 
that Bluepoints “when they went into clamming – they took everything and didn’t put 
anything back.  They would dredge chowder clams from the Hudson River in Nyack, NY 
which was polluted, and plant them in Great South Bay” which endangered the natural clams 
stock.  Eventually the clamming ceased, forcing the company to close in 2002. 

 Westerbeke Brothers oyster house c. 1906 
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A. Blue Points Company 
 

 Jacob Ockers’ first oyster house was located in between West Avenue and Atlantic Avenue.   
 

 Ockers oyster plant c. 1880. 
 
By the late 1800s he was sufficiently wealthy enough to expand into what was to become the 
Blue Points Company.  William Rudolph’s oyster house was located a few feet away, the result 
of years working as an independent oysterman.  Both men depended on the harvesting of “Blue 
Point” oysters, which they sold to restaurants and fish markets primarily based in New York 
City.   
 
Ockers quickly received attention as the largest oyster shipper in the area, according to an 1899 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle article.  He leased 1000 acres of bay bottom from the Town of 
Brookhaven and the Town of Islip, harvesting approximately 150,000 bushels annually.  
Rudolph planted 75-100 acres with oysters, harvesting approximately 50-75,000 bushels 
annually, translating to millions of oysters.  Long Island quickly became recognized for this local 
delicacy around the country, with many customers considering it “the most productive oyster 
ground north of the Chesapeake.” 
 
As a result of market demand Bluepoints quickly expanded its operations, adding new buildings 
to the existing 1880 structure.  These included a culling house, where oysters that were clumped 
together were separated, a canning house where shucked oysters were canned, the float room 
where oysters were kept fresh until they were shipped, and the shucking room which was in the 
original 1880 section.8  The floats were later outlawed in 1925 by the state, replaced with a more 
modern sea water storage system.9  In addition there was a shipping dock for company trucks 
and a loading dock where company boats unloaded their catch. 
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“Float” room 2004.    Shipping room 2004. 
 

                              
Shucking room with hatchery on far right 2004.   Loading dock and site 2004. 
 
The Bluepoints company employed hundreds of Dutch baymen as harvesters who had to sign 
agreements to work in Bluepoints waters and sell their catch only to the company.  According to 
former baymen Lowell Ockers, the company was “stingy” in its wages and required baymen to 
work for them exclusively, unable to work in other waters independently. In addition the 
company was known for requiring workers to put in 12-hour days without any additional 
compensation.  Workers were paid on cash on Saturday nights by Ockers personally.10 If an 
independent baymen needed work in the winter, he was refused employment even temporarily.11  
In 1912 the company had 5 dredge boats: “William McKinley, “Louisa O.”, “Willie K.” “J. Van 
Wyen” and “Arthur B.” after various people including employees in the company.  Bluepoints 
shipped oysters and clams throughout the country and into Europe.  In order to ship the product 
at the lowest possible cost, Ockers operated approximately 10 schooners in the early 1900s. 12 
 
The design of the site was directly related to the ability to unload a day’s catch.  Boats could 
dock directly behind the loading dock, surrounded by land on three sides.  Bulk heading was 
later added to stabilize this area.  The company erected a set of train tracks that connected to the 
Long Island Railroad.  Eventually road improvements made train shipping obsolete, replaced by 
trucking. 
 
The architectural design was typical of industrial buildings during the late 19th century – 2-story 
gable end structures that were attached, allowing for easy transport of the shellfish from one 
stage to the next.  Offices were located on the 2nd story.  Other important architectural features 
included double sash and casement windows, gable entrances which were a traditional feature of 
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Dutch homes and barns in the colonial period, and clapboard siding.  The distinctive red color of 
the buildings, and the white water tower were aids to navigation for offshore boats.  
 

B. The Rudolph Company 
 
The Rudolph oyster house is today located on the grounds of the Long Island Maritime Museum 
in West Sayville, having been moved in 1974.  It was originally at the foot of Atlantic Avenue 
adjacent to the Bluepoints site.  Like Jacob Ockers, Rudolph used a float system to keep his 
oysters fresh, shipping them to New York City by his own schooners.  According to local news 
accounts he shipped twice a week on Mondays and Thursdays, cultivating 75 – 100 acres with a 
work force of 15-20 men.13 

 
 Rudolph oyster house 2000. 
 
Like Ockers, Rudolph restricted his workers to working only for him, crushing any attempts at 
unionization among them.  With Ockers he set prices paid to the baymen for their harvests, 
thereby discouraging any competition that would cost them both.14 He also entered the clamming 
business.  In 1941 Rudolph died, passing the company on to his son George and later George’s 
wife Josephine and their two sons Harold & Arthur Rudolph.  The company operated until 
1947.15 
 
The oyster house is typical of other facilities in the community, consisting of a gable front 
clapboard structure with an open interior.  It was similar to other oyster houses built during the 
19th century. 
 

 
III. “Dutchmen” 

 
The Dutch were a tight knit community who established local churches and social clubs.  
They often spoke Dutch at home and in church. They were regarded highly as thrifty and 
hard working, often willing to work in harsh weather conditions.16 
 
 Most of the Dutch immigrants lived along Atlantic and West Avenues near the oyster 
houses, building their own houses with help from local carpenters.  These houses followed 
popular architectural styles of the period but in modest form.  The home of Leonard Beebe, 
built in 1890 and originally located on Atlantic Avenue, is preserved as part of the Long 
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Island Maritime Museum on West Avenue.  However there are other houses that predate this 
site.  They include 38 Atlantic Avenue, 66 Atlantic Avenue, 76 Atlantic Avenue, 29 West 
Avenue and 51 West Avenue which were built c. 1860-1880.  Local baymen lived in these 
homes, a tradition that continued throughout West Sayville until the late 20th century. 
 
While many in the community worked for the oyster houses, others also fished and clammed 
and built boats.  These included fishermen Jimmy Conkel and the Brandt brothers, clammer 
Gabriel Kwaak, boat builders Sam Jurgensen, Jim Lamden, Walter Lightner and a Mr. 
Dykstra.17 Lowell Ockers is a retired pound trap fishermen, a trade he learned from his 
father. The Brandt brothers and Anthony Vesport also had pound traps.  Most of the 
fishermen set their traps near the Fire Island communities of Seaview, Ocean Beach, 
Atlantique and Saltaire.  Ockers used 38-foot motor boats, which replaced sailboats in the 
early 1900s.  Other local fishermen including the Verbeakes went haul seining and 
skimmering, traditions that were part of the Dutch community.  After the 1938 hurricane 
many baymen turned to clamming, along with the large companies.  Clamming played an 
important occupational role in the community, one that continued until very recently.  Local 
clammers included Gabriel Kwaak who lived at 51 West Avenue, Donald Bevelander of 31 
West Avenue, the Zegel family who resided at 76 Atlantic Avenue, and various baymen who 
went clamming in addition to other harvesting activities.  These included John Byes at 37 
West Avenue, Marvin VanEssendelft of 41 West Avenue, and Dick Van Wyne of 55 West 
Avenue.   
 
There were also several fishermen who made their living off the ocean including the Slagers 
of West Avenue, the Griek family who owned the Long Island Fish Company and lived at 
110 Clyde Street, and the Lamens family who lived at 32 Atlantic Avenue.  Still others 
worked as shuckers for the various companies including Jacob Locker who worked for the 
Vanderborghs as an oyster shucker and resided at 29 West Avenue.  The Tucker family 
helped transport clams for Bluepoints to the train station by truck, residing at 95 Atlantic 
Avenue.18 
 

IV. Architectural Analysis 
 
There are several remaining oyster houses in West Sayville that are now used for other 
purposes or up for sale.  The Bluepoints site was purchased in October 2004 by Dr. Vincent 
DeAngelis and his son Mark DeAngelis.  During the past 3 years it has been neglected and 
may no longer be salvageable.  The former Ockers -Vanderbogh oyster house is in good 
condition. However others have been severely modified and no longer retain their original 
integrity.   
 

                        
Vanderborgh-Ockers house     Vanderborgh oyster house Ockers house 
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Due to these modifications and the overall development pressures on waterfront sites, it is 
important to preserve the Vanderborgh-Ockers site and to stabilize the Bluepoints sites. 
 
The homes of baymen and former baymen are in overall good condition, with many of the 
direct descendants of the families who originally built them still living in the house or 
nearby.  The houses include vernacular interpretations of Victorian and Colonial style houses 
along with historic bungalows. 
 

    
 17 West Avenue   49 West Avenue 

   
77 West Avenue   50 Atlantic Avenue 
 
The most common houses shown here are Victorian style homes with decorative wood 
shingling in the gable and cornice returns as soon in all except 17 West Avenue.  Most of the 
homes had front porches that were occasionally enclosed (as seen in 77 West Avenue) but 
frequently left open.  Some fishermen sold clams and oysters directly from their front porch. 
 
The area’s original Dutch Reformed Church, located at 52 Atlantic Avenue, was also a  
Christian Reform Church, when the congregation broke off in the early 1920s.  Today it is 
the Gospel Community Church.  Its elaborate detailing including stained glass windows and 
cupola reflect the prosperity of the community during the late 19th century.   
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In addition to the prosperous structures were modest bayman’s homes as well.  These include 
the structures shown below: 
 

    
77 Atlantic Avenue  29 West Avenue 
 

 
51 West Avenue 
 
Unlike Patchogue and other communities, the baymen of West Sayville did not rent out their 
homes to summer visitors, although occasionally a guest room could be rented.19  There was 
no hotel in the community nor were there any restaurants in West Sayville. 
 
Overall the integrity of the homes and commercial fishing sites is intact.  However 
development pressures threaten this historic community. 
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