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  DIGGING INTO CLAM CAKE AND FRITTER HISTORY


  Rhode Island is a little state of big eaters. In few other places is the love of food so great, the culinary customs so numerous, and the portion sizes so enormous. Rhode Island culinary excess peaked in the huge seafood feasts served after the Civil War at summer resorts ringing Narragansett Bay, which simultaneously sealed Southern New England’s love of the clam cake.


  Out of an eating marathon that also often included lobster, corn on the cob, and clam chowder, the dish that survived to define Rhode Island into the twenty-first century is clam-flavored doughnut holes. It’s a truth easier to swallow when you know that the mid-nineteenth-century shore dinner menu also could include fried eel, stewed liver, clam drink, and scup.


  Today native New Englanders and visitors alike stand in line for hours in the hot summer sun to score a half-dozen clam cakes and other fish favorites, as the profiles in this book’s next chapter convincingly attest.


  But this love is relatively recent.


  “The aboundance of Sea-Fish are almost beyond beleeving,” reported the Reverend Francis Higginson upon arriving in New England in 1629. But for the most part, the Pilgrims and other early white settlers could have cared less. They were much more interested in eating the kinds of protein they had back in England, which is to say beef. Among the many issues the Pilgrims had with fish: It was not filling, spoiled quickly, and had bones that sometimes required removing from the mouth while eating, “a socially awkward activity,” argues Sandra Oliver in her early American seafood history book, Saltwater Foodways.


  Clams were especially hated. The Pilgrims fed them to their pigs and only ate clams themselves in times of extreme deprivation. Recalled Massachusetts Bay Colony Governor John Winthrop of a period of crop failure: “Many families in most towns had none to eat, but were forced to live off clams, muscles [mussels], . . . dry fish, etc.”


  Procuring clams also required these former middle-class merchants and tradesmen—or, more accurately, their wives—to muck about in the mud like their “uncivilized” Native neighbors, another negative. In his 1653 history Wonder-Working Providence, Edward Johnson describes “the soules” of these women clam diggers rejoicing at the sight of two provision ships from Ireland as Christ “manifest.” Though Johnson doesn’t say what happens next, it’s easy to imagine the women throwing down their clam baskets and running toward the promise of their preferred beef.


  New England Native Americans baked or steamed their clam catches, judging from the piles of shells or middens uncovered by archeologists. And they reserved some of the prettiest clamshells to make wampum beads, which were used as both ceremonial wear and currency, they were that prized. But if the colonists baked clams, it’s not likely something Indigenous people taught them, Kathy Neustadt argues pretty convincingly in her 1992 study, Clambake.


  The New England colonists did finally find value in their vast fish resources—especially cod—as a trading commodity to fish-loving Roman Catholic countries like Portugal and Spain. Clams first found their commercial value as bait to catch the cod. Lesser-quality fish was sold in the West Indies to feed the slaves as part of the infamous triangular trade that made New England a center of rum production.


  Neustadt says Americans only developed an appetite for clams and clambakes much later. It was part of a nostalgic reimagining of how well the Pilgrims adapted to their new homeland as part of Plymouth-Rock-landing commemorative celebrations in 1720 and afterward. Some of these “forefather” dinners featuring clams and oysters were actually called “Feasts of the Shells.” Clambakes became even more popular as the country looked to far history for a common national identity in the embers of the Civil War.
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  A cottage separates the eaters from the smoke and heat at this 1908 clambake at Wesquage Beach in Narragansett, Rhode Island.


  The picnic and clambake craze of the mid- to late 1800s was not just driven by nostalgia but also by industrialization that created wealth and leisure. The related expansion in transportation also made it easier for people with money and time to take shore vacations. (We are talking the era’s upper-middle-class here versus the Astors, Duns, and Morgans who summered in mansion “cottages” at Newport and Narragansett.) At first, these clambakes consisted of small, informal groups of families and friends who would cook and eat shellfish that they gathered themselves. Then churches and men’s clubs began to sponsor shore picnics. Some of those men’s groups enjoyed their beachfront carousing so much that they built clubs for the express purpose of holding regular clambakes. Eventually, public clambake pavilions and shore dining halls accessible by train or steamboat sprung up on beachfront property all around Narragansett Bay and nearby waterfront Massachusetts. Ads of their destinations, schedules, and prices filled pages of local newspapers.


  At its peak, in the late 1800s, three steamboat companies with multiple ships competed to bring passengers from Providence to more than 25 summer resorts and clubs on both sides of the Bay—a competition complicated by the companies’ cross-ownership of their resort or hotel destinations.


  As a result, according to one 1948 history, passengers who boarded a boat owned by the company that owned the Rocky Point resort “who held tickets for other resorts frequently found themselves carried to Rocky Point.”


  This same company fit “its wharf with heavy timbers topped with iron spikes and ran these timbers out when any opposing boat was seen approaching” Rocky Point. But instead of stopping or veering off, one competitive boat one day instead “passed the wharf at full speed . . . so closely that it struck the beams, sheering them off short.” Rocky Point’s “owners then built a high fence of wooden pickets at the end of the wharf”—which an opposition boat promptly demolished by ramming.
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  Pleasure-seekers disembark from a steamboat at Rocky Point in this 1910 postcard.


  The steamboat lines were also behind many of the resort travel guides that were published at the time—hence the breathlessness of some of their descriptions: “The lovely Eden of our Bay,” “a terrestrial Elysium,” and “one of the most beautiful and romantic spots on the bay,” were among the superlatives ascribed to Rocky Point, the latter by 1858’s A Guide to Providence River and Narragansett Bay from Providence to Newport, before it went on to describe “caves and subterranean passages of singular character . . ., its convenient sandy shore for bathing, and its extensive open-shaded saloons furnished with the various non-intoxicating refreshments.”
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  Rocky Point Park as it appeared in a Continental Steamboat Company trade card in the late 1880s. The shore dinner hall is the long, low building on the water to the right.


  The Past and the Present: Narragansett Sea and Shore, circa 1883, enthused over Rocky Point’s “menagerie,” including a bear who drank sarsaparilla from a bottle; “flying horses, where all juveniles must needs take a tilt; the bowling alley, where men try the scientific hand, and the summer theater, . . . with its bands of musicians and performers.”


  The same guide identified the Buttonwoods resort as the site of the “famous” and “toothsome” 1840 William Henry Harrison presidential campaign clambake and Field’s Point as being “for the people of the city who wish to secure a shore dinner and a sniff of the sea breezes without having time to run far down the bay.” (Dinner and a round-trip ride from Providence to this resort took only two hours and cost all of 70 cents.)


  An ad for Warwick’s Oakland Beach in another book boasted of free dancing “in a cool hall situated within a few feet of the bay” and its aquatic toboggan, “the first ever invented, consisting of boats sliding down a long inclined plane into the lake at lightning speed.” Among the advertised attractions of the short-lived Vanity Fair: laughing galleries (?), infant incubators (??), “dazzling electrical illumination,” airship and balloon ascensions, and a building fire “show” called “Fighting the Flames” (the latter presumably not staged anywhere near the balloons).


  

  Rocky Point Today


  Rocky Point is still a park, albeit a lot less exciting one than many locals remember. The amusement park went bankrupt in 1996 and sat there rotting until nostalgic Rhode Islanders voted yes on a $10 million bond referendum to buy the property in 2010.


  The park is largely undeveloped—parking is in a big dirt lot a long hike across a big expanse of grass to get to the water or anything else interesting. For the Rocky Point bereft, that means the rusting remnants of the Circle Swing and Skyliner rides and the peeling blue paint on cement marking the former site of “New England’s Largest Salt Water Swimming Pool.” There are interpretive plaques beside all the ruins and others that merely mark the spot of where something fun used to be. (There’s also a decoy interpretive plaque by the park’s compost toilet that defines TMI.)


  The state has also rebuilt the pier where thousands of pleasure-seekers once disembarked from steamships and where moderns now fish for scup (a sign says you’re limited to 30 a day of whatever-that-is). There are also hiking trails and swimming at a small urban beach.


  Rocky Point fans in search of an interactive historic experience would be better off bringing in clam cakes and chowder from the Rocky Point Clam Shack and eating them at one of the picnic tables steps away from the site of the late “World’s Largest Shore Dinner Hall.”


  Rocky Point State Park, 1 Rocky Point Ave., Warwick, RI, 401-884-2010, free, www.riparks.com.


  


  Nevertheless, as Picturesque Narragansett put it in 1888: “The great moving cause impelling people to come [to all these places] is the famous Rhode Island clambake.”


  What exactly was the meal all these resort-goers were clam-oring for? Something a lot more than simply clams baked over a fire.


  A traditional bake starts by digging a hole in the beach, then filling it with stones that are covered with wood that is set on fire. When the rocks are white-hot, seaweed, clams, fish, potatoes, onion, “green” (unhusked sweet) corn, and, sometimes, sausage and lobster are piled on in layers. Then the whole thing is covered by blankets or canvas and left to steam-cook until the clams pop open and everything else is infused with their flavor. Then the bake is “pulled” (i.e., unpacked and served), often alongside unbaked accompaniments such as chowder, beer, coffee, and watermelon.


  As one 1882 guidebook published by the Continental Steamboat Company half-jokingly explained, “A clam dinner consists, first, of baked clams; second, of clam chowder; third, of baked clams; fourth, of fish chowder; fifth, of baked clams; sixth, of . . . fish; seventh, of baked clams” on up to the 25th course of baked clams. “If you wish any more clams. . . you are at liberty to speak to the waiter. No wonder everyone leaves . . . with a self-satisfied air, and walks to the boat with head erect. It is impossible . . . to stoop over.”
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  Clambake mainstays include lobster, clams, and corn.


  Or, as Nettie in the 1800s New England-set musical Carousel sighs after polishing off her portion of a clambake and before bursting into the “A Real Nice Clambake” song: “Dunno as I shoulda et those last four dozen clams!”


  The clambake was both an elaborate cooking ritual and a bacchanalian feast. But early 1800s ones did not include clam cakes.


  Exactly when that very important ingredient—to the author of The Great Clam Cake and Fritter Guide, anyway—got added to the clambake menu is hard to say. A 1923 Providence Journal article titled “Resorts That Flourished When Dad Was a Boy” credits Field’s Point, which was also among the first RI resorts to hold public clambakes. Field’s Point bake master Russell Fenner’s expanded bakes also included sweet potatoes, sliced onions, cucumbers, and Indian pudding. Fenner’s successor, Colonel A. S. Atwell, added lobsters and soft-shell crabs. Fenner started work there in 1849, and Atwell started in 1888; so, if this 1923 article writer remembered what his dad said correctly, the clam cakes came in at Field’s Point sometime before 1863 (when this same article says Silver Spring resort had them).


  And he might not have: An 1858 Providence Journal brief about Ocean Cottage says it was then serving “as good a bake, as nice clam cakes and crisp fresh fish ‘done to a turn,’ as any other.”
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  Workers tend the bake at Field’s Point, the first or one of the first clubs to add clam cakes to the clambake menu.


  Wherever and whenever clam cakes were first added, it’s not hard to imagine why they were added: Bigger meals meant bigger revenues. At the Warwick men’s club in 1909, members and guests could get a dinner for as little as $1 or as much as $5. “Could a man really pay $5 for a shore dinner?” an astonished Providence Journal reporter quizzed Warwick Club chef Otho Boon at the time. “That would include wines,” Boon replied reassuringly. As well as littleneck clams, spaghetti, clam chowder, brown and white bread, fried eels, cucumber, lettuce, onion, radishes, clam bouillon, baked clams with melted butter, five kinds of potato, corn, bluefish, soft-shell crab, baked lobster, tomato and lettuce salad, frozen Tom and Jerrys, and clam cakes (or we wouldn’t even be mentioning it).


  At the Warwick Club, as elsewhere, these larger clambakes, or shore dinners, as they came to be called, were typically served in two sections, with games in-between. (These included baseball and potato sack, three-legged, and fat man races so appropriate to these eating orgies.) The first course—usually including the clam cakes—fueled the recreation and kept the edge off in the event the bake was running late.


  But unfamiliarity with this dish bred contempt from a few vacationers who wrote about the dinners.


  In 1893, a writer for the Portland (Maine) Daily Express, obviously more familiar with Maine’s flat-style clam cakes, reported mainly enjoying his shoreline Massachusetts hotel clam dinner “except the clam fritters, . . . which seems an inflated doughnut. The other day a man who saw this kind of clam fritter for the first time thought it was a new kind of cottage pudding, and requested the waiter to take it back and suffuse it with hard sauce.”


  

  Clambake vs. Shore Dinner


  In New England in the mid- to late 1800s, the terms clambake and shore dinners were thrown around frequently and, sometimes, interchangeably. But yes, there is a difference.


  Clambakes are big gluttonous feasts cooked and served outdoors. The traditional early clambakes only included foods that were steamed as part of the bake (clams, corn on the cob, bluefish, potatoes, onion, sausage, brown bread, Indian pudding, etc.) or food and drink that didn’t need baking (like pickles, watermelon, and beer).


  Shore dinners were big gluttonous feasts served indoors (though usually in sight of water) and oftentimes cooked indoors, too. This allowed the menu to be expanded to include non-baked foods like chowder and clam cakes. They were part of the evolution of the Narragansett Bay eateries from primitive picnic spots to true shore resorts.


  The few clambake menus that listed fried eel, clam chowder, and clam fritters on their menus near the beginning of the shore resort era are the exceptions that prove the rule.


  Still, a simple meal of clam cakes and chowder does not and never has constituted a shore dinner. This is common sense to anyone who’s lived in Rhode Island for more than five minutes, but it became the law of the land in 1949 when a clam cake concessionaire legally challenged Rocky Point Park’s right to call clam cakes and chowder a shore dinner in an advertisement—which should give you an idea how strong feelings run about clammy things in Rhode Island.


  In his ruling in favor of the plaintiff, Superior Court Judge Louis Cappelli stated that “any heretic choosing to tamper with the lineup of the sporting event known as the Rhode Island shore dinner must do so privately—preferably at night—in Massachusetts if possible.”


  Want a taste of this piece of Southern New England seafood history?


  Aunt Carrie’s, Iggy’s, and Cap’n Jack’s are among only a handful of Rhode Island restaurants that still serve shore dinners or simplified versions of the same (though no RI restaurateur, even today, would be stupid enough to use this term for a clam-cake-and-chowder combo).


  Authentic outdoor clambakes are even rarer, reserved for extra-special private parties or occasional public events that book up way ahead. These include Kempenaar’s Clambake Club in Middletown, Rhode Island (every July 3), the Acushnet (Massachusetts) Lions (in September), the town of Carver, Massachusetts (as part of Old Home Day every July), and the waterfront Castle Hill Inn in Newport, Rhode Island (two times every July).


  


  Clam cakes were dessert at a rather taut shore dinner not enjoyed by Thomas Wentworth Higginson in August 1871 at a Rhode Island resort he did not name (to protect the guilty?). Higginson had the misfortune of being seated across from a talkative off-duty shore-dinner house waiter. “The baked clams is the only clean things to these dinners. You won’t get a waiter to eat a shore dinner; they know too much. Have their own separate meal. Pie and tea,” Higginson’s dining companion told him.


  Early in this piece for Scribner’s Monthly, which was also reprinted in some newspapers, Higginson confesses to not liking clams—and Higginson is now infamous as the writer who told Emily Dickinson to forget trying to publish her poetry. So his parting feeling “that almost any other form of food would be [more] welcome” can probably be dismissed as the grumblings of a confirmed curmudgeon. Especially when compared to the following 1879 Brooklyn Daily Eagle report of clam cakes at a shore dinner at Pawtuxet:


  “Only an epicurean’s dream can picture the delights of those elegant, spontaneous clam cakes, of delicate, pungent aroma, browned, crisp and toothsome. . . . Even the natives, to the clam bake born, waxed enthusiastic; the Boston girl opposite, a novice like myself, was enraptured, and as for me, my sense of bliss rose to such a pitch that one more dish would have made me burst forth into poetic strains or . . . spontaneous dissolution. Fortunately for myself, or the party, the course finished with the clam cakes . . .”


  If this is the voice of enthusiastic discovery, then Colonel Randall A. Harrington’s was one of impartial experience when he called clam cakes the dish “without which a lot of folks would not enjoy a clam dinner.” This was in 1907, when Harrington was managing both of Rhode Island’s largest clam-cake-making parks.


  Harrington’s statement also just makes sense. Big and doughy, clam cakes render moot the Pilgrim’s old complaint about fish’s insubstantiality. Clams minced and hidden in fritters are also a lot more approachable and easier to eat than clams that are merely steamed or baked. In the local press, President Rutherford B. Hayes’s June 1877 trip to Rocky Point was noted less for the first presidential phone call (to Alexander Graham Bell) than for his eating a baked clam with a fork instead of picking it up in his hands like “an honest” local “epicure.”
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  President Rutherford B. Hayes’s baked clam misstep at Rocky Point made the front page of Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper.


  Like many fried foods, especially ones associated with the shore and vacations, clam cakes are an indulgent treat, a savory counterpoint to the fair favorite mini doughnuts that predated fried clams by almost half a century. In fact, in Southern New


  

  Excerpt from the New York Herald’s Account of Horace Greeley’s August 6, 1872, Attempt to Eat His Way into the White House Via a Rhode Island Clambake


  “Rhode Island was in her glory today. A clambake at any time is one of the institutions upon which the little State prides herself; but to have one with 10,000 people and national flags and . . . an American brass band and Horace Greeley present was too much almost. . . . Such she had today at Silver Springs, a beautiful grove four miles down the bay. . . .


  “By noon the grounds were thronged . . . with all kinds and classes of people from all parts of the country round. . . . Everything was Greeley on the grounds although the famous Philosopher had not yet arrived.”


  Little boys hawked “Greeley prize packages. Greeley . . . badges were sold at an enormous rate.” And a picture dealer sold autographed cartes-de-visite of the Sage, the price rising from 20 cents to a half dollar before he was half sold out. “The lager beer saloons claimed a great portion of patronage” from the waiting crowds. . . . The appearance . . . was similar to . . . the . . . gardens of a German Schützenfest . . . except” for the “three huge green wood fires” that “glowed like smelting furnaces under cover of seaweed and tarpaulin in the process of baking about 10,000 clams.”


  At length, amid intense excitement, Horace arrived. “Hearty cheers went up from all lips. . . . The people crowded about . . . and shook hands violently with Mr. Greeley, cheering him and waving their hats and handkerchiefs without cessation, while the American brass band” . . . prophetically played “Hail to the Chief.”


  “The Clam-bake dinner was announced at 2 o’clock and” after meeting with local dignitaries, “Mr. Greeley . . . again breasted the beating ‘surf’ of humanity, and after desperate struggles, succeeded in reaching the dining hall.” While waiting for service to begin, “crowds of ambitious individuals” who had “tried to scale the windows and steal their way into the honor of dining with a probable President . . . were . . . ignominiously expelled. . . . The clams were finally brought out piping hot, and the Philosopher, whose appetite had become clamorous, went to work upon the bivalves tooth and bait—that is, he used his singers and molars in accordance with the demand of stern necessity: for baked clams can’t be eaten with a fork. The clam bake was not wholly, however a bake of clams. . . . There were clam chowder and clam cakes and fried clams in addition to the baked ones; . . . there were also baked potatoes and boiled corn.”


  Appetite satiated, the Philosopher “plunged once again into the raging sea” of bodies outside and resumed handshaking. A crowd of men was perched on a nearby fence to “look over the heads of the rest at . . . the genial face bobbing up and down under the too enthusiastic shakes of his admirers when suddenly the fence . . . gave way. Nobody was hurt in the fall, all ‘the roosters’”—like the real feathered kind—“having succeeded in lighting on their feet on the right side.


  “‘That’s typical, Mr. Greeley,’ said a gentleman near the Sage. ‘They were all on the fence but they tumbled over on your side.’ Whereat the Philosopher [smiled].”


  

  
  England, clam cakes are among the first in a long line of fried amusement park and boardwalk specialties that now extends to fried Mars Bars and Twinkie ridiculousness.


  If clambakes and the clam cakes in them were mainly a wealthy or at least middle-class treat in the middle of the nineteenth century, it was everyman fare by its end. Labor laws passed to limit working hours of the immigrant factory workers who were fueling the region’s boom-time economy gave them time to relax. And the new trolley lines gave them a way to get to the resorts, sometimes individually or with family, but also as part of large gatherings of unions, companies, and political groups.


  The political gatherings could be particularly loud and raucous. Sent to New England in the 1880s to study oyster farms, Prussian professor Anton Siegafritz reported with alarm of “a sort of political assemblage called a clam bake, where speeches and music and songs are interspersed with profuse feasts upon a species of oyster called the clam. Vast crowds attend these celebrations, and no sooner are they gorged with the insidious comestible, than they become full of excitement and furores [sic]; swear themselves away in fealty to the most worthless demagogues; sing, fight, dance, gouge one another’s eyes out and conduct themselves like madmen in a conflagration.”


  The Providence Journal’s repeated references to the calm that prevailed during presidential candidate William Henry Harrison’s 1840 clambake at Buttonwoods is the exception that proves the rule. “As an illustration of the good order and decorum which prevailed we may mention that one entrance opened into a field of corn and none was trampled,” the story concluded.


  (See side story for a first-hand account of presidential candidate Horace Greeley’s 1872 visit to Silver Springs.)


  Whether for well or ill, these large political gatherings are credited with increasing the fame of the Rhode Island clambake and, by extension, the clam cake. By the late nineteenth century, recipes for clam cakes were in most East Coast-published cookbooks and newspaper women’s sections.


  This was also when business at the shore dinner resorts peaked—then dropped. Field’s Point, for example, served 150,000 clambakes in 1907 but only 80,000 three years later, when it, not coincidentally, closed for good. By 1923, 10 other resorts had also gone out of business. The automobile killed off the steamboats, the trolleys, and many of the passenger train lines, as well as many of their resort destinations. And the 1938 hurricane leveled most of the rest.


  

  The Shore Glee


  Clambakes that include alcohol could get rowdy, a benign symptom of this being off-key singing. Variations on “Yankee Doodle” were popular, especially at political gatherings. But the following “easy glee for the merry-hearted,” offered by Frederic Denison in his 1883 tourist guide The Past and the Present: Narragansett Sea and Shore, is nonpartisan.


  

  Let gouty monarchs share their shams
’Neath silken-wove pavilions
But give us Narragansett clams,
The banquet for the millions.
CHORUS 
Yankee doodle, keep it up
Yankee doodle, dandy.
Mind the music and the step,
and with the girls be handy.
Along the Narragansett shore,
Polite in their salaams, sir,
Sat copper-colored kings of yore
And feasted on their clams, sir
REPEAT CHORUS
Successor to these doughty kings,
Sits now the Yankee nation,
And every jolly Yankee sings
His clam-orous collation.
REPEAT CHORUS
But how each valiant Yankee crams,
We surely need not tell, sir,
If only you bring on the clams
All smoking in the shell, sir.
FINAL CHORUS


  


  


  Why didn’t the clam cake die with them?


  Because of Crescent Park and Rocky Point, archrival resorts on opposite sides of Narragansett Bay that survived and thrived by replacing the old-fashioned games that accompanied the traditional clambake experience in the early days with modern amusement park rides—thus keeping clam cakes and the rest of the shore dinner menu alive through the late twentieth century.


  Captain William Winslow began ferrying church groups out to Rocky Point for picnics or clambakes on his good ship Argo in 1840. Rocky Point’s history and development tracked the shore resort industry in general except for longevity—Rocky Point didn’t close until 1996.
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  In the 1950s, Crescent Park offered this shore dinner extravaganza for only $4, including tax. Clam cakes are at the far left.


  Crescent Park opened as an amusement park on a crescent-shaped beach in 1886. By 1893, it was Rhode Island’s second most popular resort. Famed carousel maker Charles Looff built several carousels for Crescent Park at the behest of park founder George Boyden, and Looff later became park manager and owner. Crescent Park closed in 1977.


  Both places served all-you-can-eat shore dinners of nearly identical components in massive dining halls. But being larger, more popular, and longer-lasting, Rocky Point is the place most Rhode Islanders 40 and older think of when you say shore dinner or all-you-can-eat clam cakes.


  “Mother” Winslow started providing food for the groups her steamboat captain husband brought to Rocky Point in 1859, and clam cakes were on that menu at least as early as 1878. By 1885, Rocky Point had a dinner hall big enough to serve a clambake to 1,000 people at a time.


  “A thousand people . . . seated in rows on stools at long, uncovered, white-painted deal tables, and engaged in the discussion of a clam dinner . . .,” opined one Providence Journal reporter in 1895. “The clamor of a thousand voices in unrestrained conversation, the rattle of tin and clatter of crockery and clam shells, the breeze blowing through the open sides of the pavilion, the playing of a brass band, maybe, the hailing and calling and rushing of waiters, the hammering of knives and forks on the table, and the ceaseless call for hot-clams, more hot-clams, chowder, baked-fish-here, melted butter, water-please, sweet-corn-this-way, brown-bread-right here, watermelon”; and, of course, clam cakes, served with the baked fish to 250 people, while the other quarter sections of the hall chowed down on clams, chowder, or watermelon. Meanwhile, outside, hundreds more crowded the gate, waiting for the emptying of a section.


  

  Crescent Park Today


  Twenty-first-century habitués can get a taste of the fun of the old Crescent Park amusement park by taking a ride on one of the park’s original carousels in its original location (directly across the street from the long-gone clam-cake-serving Shore Dinner Hall).


  The Crescent Park Looff Carousel is not just any old carousel but instead one of the largest and most elaborate ever built by famed carousel maker Charles I. D. Looff.


  Looff’s carousel business was based in Brooklyn, New York, when he got the 1895 Crescent Park commission, but he moved his factory to the park in 1905. For the next five years, this carousel doubled as a showroom for prospective carousel buyers from around the country.


  That’s why its 61 horses, four chariots, and one camel span the carver’s career and feature some of his finest work as well as the old brass-ring game—should any parents want to try to bring that old brass-ring “catch” phrase into the Generation Alpha’s vocabulary.


  Crescent Park Looff Carousel, open April to Labor Day, $2 per ride, 700 Bullocks Point Ave., Riverside, RI, 401-435-7518, www.crescentparkcarousel.org.


  


  After eating his fill, the reporter strolled down toward the beach by an old shed with a slit running down its length through which quahog shells were flying “in a way at once mysterious and startling.” He then finds inside, “three or four men opening quahogs for chowder.” Later, in the kitchen, he observes clam cakes that “swim about and fry in a small pond of melted lard on top of a big oven. . . . Two hundred pounds of liquid lard bubbling and sizzling float the hundreds of cakes; one man drops in the dough from a huge tin dish full and a second is employed in turning and taking them out. Five barrels of flour per week represents the average consumption of clam cakes.”


  Now for the start of a 1975 New York Times story about this same place:


  “It’s a festive scene of medieval gluttony—3,900 men, women and children slurping, chomping, crunching, whacking open lobster claws, dipping steamed clams into drawn butter, shuttling ears of hot corn back and forth past clacking teeth and spitting out hundreds of thousands of watermelon seeds into their plates. . . . In a single day five tons of clam cakes, all shot out of a special cannon invented for the purpose and each deep-fried for seven minutes, will disappear down the gullets of these self-made eating champions in the world’s largest shore dinner hall.”


  In 80 years, it seems like only the scale of the gluttony at Rocky Point changed.


  In the 1970s through the 1990s, you didn’t need to go on the park’s Corkscrew or Flume rides for entertainment: You could just sit in your seat at the “World’s Largest Shore Dinner Hall” and watch the college-kid waiters try to send a giant


  

  

  

  

  

  

  MEANWHILE IN MAINE . . .
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  FROM NEW YORK TO NORTH CAROLINA
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  Mrs. Kitching’s Clam Fritters



   

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Arthur Ross’s Sea Breeze-Style Clam Fritters
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  Rhode Island Clam Chowder



   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  

  

  



  

  About the Author
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  Carolyn Wyman is the author of seven previous food books, including The Great American Chocolate Chip Cookie Book, The Great Philly Cheesesteak Book, Better Than Homemade, SPAM: A Biography, and Jell-O: A Biography. She has also written for Thrillist, BuzzFeed, the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and the Philadelphia Inquirer, and has defended her beloved fatty foods on Fresh Air, Morning Edition, CNN, the Food Network, Fox and Friends, and the Rosie O’Donnell Show. She was weaned on clam cakes and stuffies and still has Del’s and coffee milk running through her veins. Learn more at www.carolynwyman.com.
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