
Casting a Wider Net:
Managing Disease and Uncertainty in Chesapeake Oyster History

In 1964, George Colonna, Jr. and Clarence Charnock looked down on a landscape transformed. 

The two pilots of the Commission of Fisheries of Virginia normally used their bird’s eye view to help 

regulate the harvest of oysters from the Chesapeake Bay.  Miles above the water’s surface, they 

monitored systems of exchange that linked people with the most valuable product of the estuary:  they 

followed oystering boats as they passed through harbors; traced small communities that lined Virginia’s 

shores; and watched trucks connecting these villages with the streets of Norfolk and Richmond.  But 

the picture these two men saw in 1964 seemed oddly unfamiliar.  Something had rearranged the normal 

patterns of land, water, animals, and people on the Chesapeake like pieces on a chessboard. i  

That something was MSX (“Multi-nucleated Sphere Unknown,” or Haplosporidium nelsoni), 

an oyster parasite that arrived in Virginian waters in 1959.  The parasite, and the disease it caused in 

oysters, decimated populations of the shellfish.  In some cases, MSX crippled harvests to less than ten 

percent of their historical peak figures.  The loss of oysters sent shock waves through political and 

economic systems in Tidewater Virginia as oystermen, scientists, state officials, and others struggled to 

cope with the mysterious outbreak. ii  “In a period of three years,” one member of the Shellfish Institute 

of North America wrote, “the virus has placed the entire oyster industry in jeopardy.” iii 

The economic and ecological impact of MSX is only part of the story.  This essay argues that 

the same jeopardy that frustrated fishermen, state officials, and scientists was also the catalyst for 

watershed changes in oyster management on the Chesapeake. iv  As an invisible and untraceable killer, 

MSX thwarted all traditional approaches to understanding and combating oyster mortalities.  During 

the 1950s and 1960s, scientists were unable to identify the parasite’s source, its means of transmission 

between oysters, or important details of its life cycle, leaving the entire oyster industry blanketed in  

uncertainty.   Puzzled, scientists and state officials—a group I call oyster experts—realized they needed 

a new approach to the oyster question.v  



Using state fishery agency reports, scientific publications, and newspaper articles, I argue that 

oyster experts constructed a management response founded on adaptation to an environment they 

deemed unpredictable, uncertain, and diseased.  The parasite, and the doubt it spread in Virginians, led 

to redesigned legal structures, novel research programs, and the recognition of the traditional ecological  

knowledge of oystermen.vi  The tools that experts used to gather and analyze information—their nets—

grew in size, number, and type as scientists and state officials sought to understand and manage a 

changing landscape.vii 



i The Commission of Fisheries of Virginia, The Sixty-Sixth and Sixty-Seventh Annual Reports of the Commission of  
Fisheries of Virginia (Newport News, VA, 1965), 1. When using the term “oyster” here, I refer to Crassostrea virginica,  
known as both the Atlantic oyster and eastern oyster.  There are several other species of oyster, some of which are  
commercially significant.  However, at the height of oystering in America—from the 1880s until the early 1900s—the 
Chesapeake Bay was the largest producer of oysters in the world.  Hence, my designation of the Bay as the “oyster capital.”  
For comparisons of oyster-producing estuaries throughout the United States, see Michael Xavier Kirby, “Fishing Down the 
Coast:  Historical Expansion and Collapse of Oyster Fisheries along Continental Margins,” Proceedings of the National  
Academy of Sciences 101, no. 35, (August 2004): 13096-13099.  For an assessment of the decline of oyster populations in 
Chesapeake Bay, please see B.J. Rothschild, et al, “Decline of the Chesapeake Bay Oyster Population:  A Century of Habitat 
Destruction and Overfishing,” Marine Ecology Progress Series 111 (1994): 29-39.  
iiTidewater Virginia stretches between 36º30´ and 38º40´ north latitude and 75º35´ and 77º25´ west longitude.  Essentially, 
this is the land and water east of the fall line, including the southern portion of the Delmarva Peninsula (the peninsula is also 
referred to as the “Eastern Shore”).
iii Charles, Vaughan, “National Survey of the Oyster Industry’s Problems,” (published for Boston College with the 
Cooperation and Financial Support of the Shellfish Institute of North America ,Baltimore, MD, May 15, 1973).  The 
scientific name of MSX comes from: Virginia Institute of Marine Science, “Oyster Diseases of the Chesapeake Bay:  Dermo  
and MSX Fact Sheet,” (prepared by the Virginia Institute of Marine Science, Gloucester Point, VA, 2001), 1.
iv Throughout this paper, I use a variety of terms to describe the types of people who work with the oyster.  “Resource 
managers” refers to those that held appointed positions with responsibilities in watching over oysters.  These include “state 
officials” like those at the Commission of Fisheries of Virginia and the State Health Department.  “Federal officials” at  
similar organizations—the U.S. Bureau of Fisheries and the U.S. Public Health Department—also are types of resource 
managers.  I consider scientists at the Virginia Fisheries Laboratory or employed through the bacteriological department of  
the Commission of Fisheries of Virginia as resource managers.“Oyster producers” is a catch-all term that refers to those  
people who actively move oysters from the water through the shucking house to the plate. “Oystermen”—a gendered term 
because there were no women harvesting oysters—is frequently used in this paper to characterize the thousands of  
Virginians who left the dock each day to harvest oysters.  “Oyster processors” refers to the men and women who operated  
and worked in oyster processing warehouses, also known as shucking houses.  Processing warehouses bought oysters  
directly from oystermen, shucked them, canned them, and shipped them to retailers across the country.  When I use the term 
“Virginians”, it usually refers to both resource managers and oyster producers, not all of the citizens of the state.  I should  
also point out that this study focuses mostly on Virginia, which is but one of the states bordering the Chesapeake Bay. There 
are a few reasons for this choice.  First, the physical conditions of Virginian waters are very different from its neighbor to  
the north.  Virginia’s portion of the Chesapeake is fed mostly by the Atlantic Ocean, meaning it has a higher salinity than 
that of Maryland.  The higher salinity has created a more suitable home for oysters.  The higher salinity waters also turned  
out to be a better home for oyster diseases that arrived in the late 1950s.  MSX thrived in Virginia waters and only affected  
Maryland when drought periods and storms brought the parasite up north.  Virginia had to deal with the control and 
management of oyster diseases before Maryland did and has continued to be plagued by the diseases in ways the other state  
bordering the Bay has not.  
v I realize that deeming scientific or governmental knowledge as “expert” obscures the traditional ecological knowledge of  
resource users and citizens.  I use the term expert not to dismiss the experiences of others, but to highlight the role of 
resource managers in coping with the spread of MSX throughout Virginia waters. Many groups of Virginians—including 
fishermen, oyster wholesalers, and the citizens themselves—confronted the legacies brought on by the arrival of MSX.  But  
it was scientists and state officials who assumed authority—either because it was given to them, they sought it out, or they 
had the resources and know-how to claim it.  See footnote 14 for a methodological perspective on this choice of 
terminology.
vi”Nature” is a term that has taken on many meanings throughout human history.  I use it with my own understanding of a 
debate about its interpretations, the consequences of those interpretations, and the realization that “natural” things are  
created by, or otherwise involve, people.  By “nature”, I mean both the world that people (whether individually or as a  
group) consider outside of themselves.  However real or fictional nature may be, it stands as part of a language that people  
have used to understand themselves, soil, plants, animals, and ecosystems as they change over time.  For more on the term 
nature, please see Raymond Williams, “Ideas of Nature,” in Problems in Materialism and Culture, 67-85.; Raymond 
Williams, “Nature,” Keywords, 184-189.; and Willam Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness, or Getting Back to the Wrong 
Nature,” in Uncommon Ground:  Toward Reinventing Nature, ed. William Cronon (New York: W.W. Norton, 1995).
viiThe management regime on the Chesapeake Bay has been praised as a model of both effective ecosystem-based  
management, as well as community-based and adaptive management.  Many of the following reports highlight the same 
features of collaboration and scientific-advice evident in the response to MSX: C.S. Holling, Adaptive Environmental  
Assessment and Management (New York:  John Wiley and Sons, 1984), 1-24.; Timothy Hennessey, “Governance and 
Adaptive Management for Estuarine Ecosystems:  The Case of the Chesapeake Bay,” Coastal Management 22, (1994): 119-
145.; Robert Costanza and Jack Greer, “The Chesapeake Bay and Its Watershed: A Model for Sustainable Ecosystem 



Management?,” in Barriers and Bridges to the Renewal of Ecosystems and Institutions, ed. Lance H. Gunderson, C.S. 
Holling, and Stephen S. Light (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1995), 169-213.  The attention brought on the 
Chesapeake as a leader in effective management strategies has also invited criticism.  For details about the pitfalls of  
ecosystem management, multi-jurisdictional agreements, and restoration activities, see Howard Ernst, Chesapeake Bay  
Blues:  Science, Politics, and the Struggle to Save the Bay (New York:  Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 2003), 149-
150.; and Fred Powledge, “Chesapeake Bay Restoration:  A Model of What?,” Bioscience 55, no. 12 (December 2005): 
1032-1039.


