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“Locally caught” is the new  
“locally grown.”
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 A FATHERANDSON TEAM of watermen swings 
an industrial-sized claw over the heads of chefs and 
journalists—basically, the opposite of Old Salts—to 
release a cascade of freshly dredged oysters on the 

stern of their boat.
Steve Vilnit bellows a warning to the innocents on deck: “I almost 

caught that thing in the dome last week, so watch out!”
It takes a special permit to use “the claw” to dredge diploids from a 

three-year-old oyster sanctuary at the bottom of the Chesapeake Bay. 
As the director of fisheries marketing for Maryland’s Department of 
Natural Resources, Vilnit merits one to lead educational marketing 
tours of the Bay’s bounty for chefs and journalists. 

!ough he now ri"s fluently about oyster seeds versus spat and the 
“red fingernails” that distinguish female blue crabs, the job is some-
thing of a 180 from his previous professional life.

He was recruited by Maryland from seafood distributor J.J. Mc-
Donnell, for which Vilnit marketed products from all over the world 
to District restaurants. He paid more attention to the price and type 
of fish than its provenance.

Now, two years later, Vilnit is not just sipping the “buy-local” 
Kool-Aid, he’s pushing it to chefs and restaurants. As Maryland’s 
chief seafood evangelist, Vilnit trumpets the rich flavor of blue crabs, 
the snappy salt of local mollusks, and the toothsome qualities of 
the occasional invasive species—what better way to eradicate these 
delicious pests than breaded and fried? He is governor-appointed 
and his budget comes from a surcharge on waterman (a tax they 
voluntarily increased this year).

Vilnit started his crusade by challenging state fairgoers and then 
food critics from !e Baltimore Sun and !e Washington Post to a 
Maryland crab taste test. !e local variety—flavored by the extra fat 
that grows from wintering in cold Chesapeake waters—licked the 
competition from Indonesia, Venezuela, and China, even when hid-
den in crab cakes.

!is year, Vilnit launched a “True Blue” campaign that certifies 
restaurants serve Maryland crabmeat in their “Maryland crab cakes” 
(only about 2 percent make the cut). Vilnit has persuaded dozens 
of D.C. chefs and retailers to make the switch. !is boat trip is part 
of the pitch—complete with all the fresh-from-the-bay oysters one 
can slurp.

Vilnit shepherded more than 300 chefs and food-industry types 
out on the Bay last summer, usually with the three Ben Parks (father, 
son, and grandson) who charter a boat out of Church Creek, Md. !e 
guests see firsthand the di"erence between trotlines, pound nets, and 
crab pots, and Vilnit explains the sustainability of each fishing meth-
od. He’s hosted chefs that didn’t know crabs were harvested by hand, 
or that their five-inch shells only give forth a couple lumps of meat.

Most importantly, the chefs make the connections that add a layer 
of meaning to price sheets from distributors.

“Steve just told me how many watermen he can connect us to,” 
Chef Joe Harran said after chatting with Vilnit. Harran was in the 
midst of menu-planning for a new restaurant called Woodward Table 
near the White House, and 5,500 commercial watermen sounded 
like a good resource to him (especially for the local turtle soup he 
has in mind).

Pitching Maryland seafood directly to chefs may be Vilnit’s sweet 
spot, but he’s also indirectly reaching thousands of eaters, with chefs 
across the region adding seafood to their “must-be-local” lists.

“In the past, seafood hasn’t been held to the local litmus test as 
much as other produce,” Vilnit said. “!is is a wild animal that we’re 
basically hunting. It’s not something you can easily just point to and 
say, ‘!is is the spot it comes from.’”

He means to change that. 
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