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yes,virginia!
There is a coast where you can watch wild  
          ponies run, eat world-class BBQ, and dig your  
     own clams—it’s called the Eastern Shore

Wr i t er 	 T a n n e r  L a T h a m    photographer 	 C h r i s  m .  r o g e r s

On Tangier Island, 
visitors won’t find 
flash—just a handful 
of shops, restaurants, 
and a few walking 
trails—but they are 
certain to enjoy the 
interesting culture, 
and locals whose lives 
are tied to the water.
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ur feet dangle off the end  
of a narrow, weathered 
pier. The sun is setting in 
our faces. We’ve just 
paddled in from a clam 
bed where we knelt in 
knee-deep water to hand-

scoop some little black-
and-gray beauties from the 

silty bottom of Cherrystone 
Creek. As the finale of our 

Kayaking for Clams excursion, 
we’ve returned to the dock to cook  

our catch. The clams pop open while steaming  
in a deep pot. Dave Burden, lead guide with  
SouthEast Expeditions (757/331-2680 or southeast
expeditions.net), half-fills a glass with a local 
vineyard’s Chardonnay—uncorked one day too 
long for straight sipping—that proves to be the 
perfect dipping sauce for the fresh, hot clams we 
pinch from their shells. 

Moments like these are common on Virginia’s 
Eastern Shore. The clam-digging adventure marks 
the beginning of a trip that starts near the southern 
tip of the Delmarva Peninsula, an index finger of 
land pointing directly toward Virginia Beach. The 
Chesapeake Bay—yes, the bay does extend beyond 
Maryland—laps the land’s west-side marshes, while 
the Atlantic rushes its east-side beaches. 

Up and down this skinny strip, small villages are 
anchored by mom-and-pop marinas, and the land-
scape features a patchwork of marsh grasses slowly 
turning beige as the seasons change. The people 
here, whether native or transplanted, swear by this 
stretch of shore. In fact, they seem to have dug 
themselves in. Just like the clams.

O
Cape Charles 
The Magnetic Draw
“Has anybody told you about the meteor from 35 
million years ago?”

That was Roberta Romeo’s first question to me as 
I devoured one of her famous homemade scones 
inside Cape Charles Coffee House (757/331-1880 or 
thecapecharlescoffeehouse.com). She has a theory 
about said meteor. “See, it hit just beyond the Cape 
Charles fishing pier,” she says. “It created a big hole 
that would later form the Chesapeake Bay, but I 
believe it also left a powerful magnetic energy.” 
Roberta and her husband, Marshall, grew up outside 
Manhattan and lived in Sonoma for 26 years. Then 
they visited the Eastern Shore and moved their 
lives here. Now they refuse to leave. Score one for 
the magnetic qualities of this beautiful area.

Kayaking with 
SouthEast 
Expeditions

Homemade scones 
at Cape Charles 

Coffee House
Tangier Island’s 
friendly locals

Innkeepers 
Lisa and Kris 
LaMontagne  
at The Inn at 
Onancock

Chincoteague 
National Wildlife 

Refuge

Gail and Larry  
Parsons, owners of  
Woody’s Beach BBQ on 
Chincoteague Island
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Their coffee shop joins a string of galleries, 
shops, restaurants, and cafés on Mason Avenue, 
the central hub of the town of Cape Charles. 
Just next door, designer and builder Patrick 
Hand has transformed an old five-and-dime 
into Blue (rates start at $150; 757/377-4222 
or capecharlesblue.com), a six-suite, loft-style 
boutique inn with minimalist decor and 110- 
year-old pine floors. A few blocks away you’ll 
find artist Meredith Restein’s gorgeous and fas-
cinating necklaces made from real orchids at 
Breezes Day Spa (757/331-3108 or breezesday
spa.com). Watson’s Hardware (757/331-4444)—
chain stores be damned!—has been selling 
beach essentials amid the usual hardware sta-
ples since 1910, and hosts an unofficial happy 
hour for regulars each afternoon. 

“Every once in a while, a tourist will join  
us for a drink,” says owner Bill Watson. If  
you’re feeling companionable, take a seat in  
one of the rocking chairs outside, in front of  
the store. In the winter, you can go on in and 
find Bill and company enjoying their libations 
around an old wood stove.

Chincoteague Island 
Beauty, BBQ, and Wild Ponies 
Hawaiian shirts on a clothesline flutter in the 
wind at the parking lot entrance of Woody’s 
Beach BBQ (woodysbeachbbq
.com) on Chincoteague Island. 
The festive tees have been a 
signal of the place’s laid-back 
atmosphere since the beloved 
restaurant opened in 2007. (A 
widow whose husband adored 
the place donated his collection 
of shirts when he passed.) 
Owners Gail and Larry Parsons 
slow-smoke their racks of ribs 
using three kinds of fragrant 
wood. Grab a seat at a picnic 
table and top the meaty slabs 
with either a sweet, Memphis-
style sauce or a tangy, vinegar-
based Carolina-style version. 

Despite the tiny BBQ joint’s 
surging popularity, the most 
famous inhabitants of this part 
of the Eastern Shore remain 
the Chincoteague ponies, two 
herds of wild horses that graze among the dune 
grasses of the Chincoteague National Wildlife 
Refuge. Their origins are still unknown (some 
theorize that they swam ashore from a ship-
wreck); in any event, by most estimates they’ve 

Crab bisque on Tangier 
Island (top); boutique 
accommodations at Blue 
in Cape Charles (above)

been here 300 to 400 years. Accessing 
the protected ponies on foot proves to 
be nearly impossible (a large portion 
of the areas that the horses regularly 
roam is off-limits to visitors), so I 
board a pontoon boat captained by 
Dan Davis (757/894-0103 or captain
danstours.com), a Chincoteague Island 
native and waterman turned tour 
guide. He navigates us to a point just 
off the beach, and we idle there, 
floating and watching these shaggy, 
unbridled animals feed and frolic. 

On the way back to shore, I think 
about where the week began—on the 
dock eating cherrystones. As Dave and 
I finished those clams, he told me that 
the natural beauty of the Eastern 
Shore drew him here, but it was the 
welcoming community that helped 
him stay. “It’s like you have small-

town America right on the coast,” he said. “It’s a 
little place that hasn’t blown up yet. It’s a slower 
pace of life, but it’s also centered on the water. 
Everybody knows each other, but they also 
know when the tide is in and when it’s out.”

     Up and down this skinny strip, small 
            villages are anchored by mom-and-pop  
marinas, and the landscape features a 
                  patchwork of marsh grasses slowly 
          turning beige as the seasons change
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Clockwise from top 
left: Tangier Island 
mayor James “Ooker” 
Eskridge; Assateague 
Lighthouse, south  
of Chincoteague 
Island; harvesting 
cherrystone clams  
in Cape Charles; 
working watercraft  
on Tangier Island

Day’s end on the  
Eastern Shore:  
Chardonnay, fresh  
clams, and marshfront 
seats for the sunset

Tangier Island 
A Spirit All Its Own
Capt. Mark Crockett sails twice daily 
from Tangier Island to Onancock on the 
Joyce Marie II, a ferry he built from a 
Maine lobster-boat hull (7:30 a.m. and 
3:30 p.m.; 757/891-2505 or tangierferry 
.com). He grew up a crab fisherman on 
Tangier, but now his main business is 
ferrying folks to and from the place his 
family has called home for generations. 

As you walk around Tangier (popula-
tion about 500), you’ll likely meet the 
island’s mayor, James “Ooker” Eskridge. 
He’s also a commercial waterman (“Being 
mayor doesn’t pay the bills,” he says), 
just like his father and grandfather. It’s 
the thick of the soft-shell crab season,  
so he wakes up at 2:30 every morning 
and heads to his shanty to prepare crabs 
for shipment to the New Fulton Fish 
Market in the Bronx, New York.  

Ooker’s roots run deep. His mother 
was a Pruitt, a family whose ties here 
reach back to the 1700s. In fact, many 
families trace their ancestries to the 
original settlers, who landed ashore from 
Cornwall, England, three centuries ago. 

Hence, the accent: Talk to any local and you’ll 
hear that Cornish-tinged dialect. It’s thickest 
among the watermen I find sitting shoulder-to-
shoulder on the wooden benches that flank the 
front door at Tangier Oil Company. One of the 
guys is saying what sounds to me like “howie 
towie,” and the only way I know he means “high 
tide” is because he points to the water, a few 
paces from the red wooden shack. 

Its ribbed rows of docks connected to crab 
shanties, houses covered in faded paint, and 
abundant bicycles and golf carts (the chief 
mode of transportation) all play into the raw, 
simple beauty of Tangier. The reality is that it 
can be a fairly isolated place, right out in the 
middle of the Chesapeake Bay. When the water 
freezes, ferry service stops, and private planes 
are the only way on and off. But for the island’s 
residents, it’s splendid isolation. 

Onancock 
A Delicious Enclave
The most perfect place on the Eastern Shore for 
a glass of wine and a few bites of cheese is the 
back porch of The Inn at Onancock (rates start 
at $165; 757/789-7711 or innatonancock.com). 
You’ll share easy and interesting conversation 
with owners Kris and Lisa LaMontagne,  
world travelers who left fast-paced jobs in  
Washington, D.C., to find peace in this little  
village connected to the bay by Onancock 
Creek. Their elegant (but comfortable) bed-
and-breakfast puts an emphasis on breakfast, 
thanks to Lisa’s dozen years as a professional 
cook and pastry chef—you’ll savor her expertly 
crafted biscuits and scones. After the nightly 
Wine-Down cocktail hour, stroll to dinner at 
the Charlotte Hotel & Restaurant (757/787-
7400 or thecharlottehotel.com), one of the small 

town’s favorite spots. Chef Ted Cathey’s 
menu—with hints of French and Italian 
influence—changes weekly and sources 
plenty of local seafood and vegetables. 
Then head back to dreams of tomorrow 
morning’s gourmet pastries. 


