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Eyes Right

Urbanna, VA   - Very few roads lead here.  I counted two:   one from the west, Rt. 602, and an unnumbered road from the southeast off Highway 33.   Today approximately 75,000 people were attempting to enter Urbanna during a 4 hour period.  The result was a monumental road jam, which, in spite of the best efforts of hundreds of state and local police, resulted in back-ups of well over an hour.
“Why the mass congregation?” you ask.  The answer is one word:  oysters.  Friday and Saturday of the first week of November means one thing in this part of the country, and that thing is the Urbanna Oyster Festival.  It all began 50 years ago, when local merchants in this small waterfront community on the south side of the Rappahannock River near the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay decided to hold “Urbanna Days” to try to bring nearby residents into town to stimulate business once the summer visitors had left after Labor Day.  Because oyster shucking houses were such an important part of the economy, Liz Newbill, a local dress shop owner, pushed to change the name to the Urbana Oyster Festival.  The name not only stuck, but became institutionalized. Urbanna is now the only municipality in Virginia allowed to use the name, “Oyster Festival.”
In the 50 years since its inception, the Oyster Festival has grown to rival any decent state fair in size.  The Saturday I visited, there were six separate bands providing free concerts simultaneously in different parts of the town.  One was a three piece outfit playing country music, another was a group playing “new age” stuff, there was a jazz group, an acoustic band, and a classic rock group.  The largest was a 10-member rock and roll group named King Edward and the BD’s, whose members seemed to have an average age over 60.  Walking along the small village streets, which were closed to all traffic, you also find all the honky tonk booths you expect at a fair.  There was even the obligatory self-proclaimed missionary standing on a stool with a megaphone extolling everyone to repent and find Jesus.

Essentially everything being sold as food is deep fat fried.  There were at least 25 booths selling funnel cakes (donut batter squeezed from a funnel into a cauldron of boiling fat and then bathed in confectionery sugar).  Many of the seafood stands had run out of fried oysters by early afternoon on Saturday, but they were happy to substitute shrimp, flounder, or chicken.  Two of the more unique offerings were huge turkey legs (also deep fat fried) and a seafood salad mixture served in a waffle cone.  But the main attraction was the oyster fritter, a large concoction consisting of several oysters deep fat fried in a “secret recipe batter” which forms a congealed blob and is served between two pieces of white bread.  The local Lions club has this franchise, and by selling the fritter at $7 a pop, they gross well over $50,000 for the two days.
The large Saturday parade features the Oyster Festival Queen and Little Miss Spat and their courts.    This year the 35 entries in the parade were led by a contingent of Shriners, followed by 6 bands and a pipes and drums corps.  Of course, no oyster festival is complete without an oyster shucking contest.  The winner here proceeds to the national oyster shucking contest in St. Mary’s, Maryland, and that winner travels to Galway, Ireland to participate in the World Championship.  So it is a big deal, if you are a shucker.
Folks from Jamestown had sailed their ship, Godspeed, a replica of the original ship which brought settlers to the Jamestown settlement, to the waterfront.  In addition to the ship, there were several tents with exhibits depicting life in the colony, all for the purpose of luring visitors 40 miles south down the Bay to pay to see the actual settlement.

If you suddenly had the urge to enter the oyster business, there was a vendor on the docks selling oyster seed (1000 for $30, or 100 larger ones for $10), along with all the equipment one needs to start farming oysters, assuming you have access to some appropriately salty water with a fluctuating current.
Oh, by the way, a spat is a young oyster, and most of the Little Miss Spat contestants appeared to be about 7 years old.
I thought you might like to know.
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