
Putting corn and clams onto the steaming seaweed



I n the world of good food, there is still nothing more delightful 
than the simple pleasures of an authentic New England clam-
bake. Nothing like it exists locally, including meaningless ef-

forts to recreate the style of cooking used by Yankees up there. 
Steaming devices that abound in supermarkets and fish stores are 
not the same thing as a freshly steamed lobster pulled from a pit of 
hot rocks. Not to mention the exquisite taste of real steamers – not 
the thick-shelled variety of clams from the Jersey Shore, but the 
delicate and thin-shelled variety harvested from the waters of the 
cool north. There is the secret to fine dining. And fine dining that 
can be accomplished in a beach chair while wearing shorts and 
dripping melted butter on your polo.
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For decades I have visited the north, usually as an ersatz member 
of the extended Lind family – Frank and Nancy (bless their 
memories) – at their lakeside bungalow, with their wonderful and 
plentiful children, and the endless laughter and friendship. For 
the delights of a clambake are nowhere as fine without excellent 
company. Any meal stands to benefit by fine companionship, and 
no food ever tasted so good as at the Casa Lind in Pascoag, R.I.

Once the eager attendees are assembled, there are certain secrets 
to creating the perfect summertime seafood fest. For there is work 
to be done, after which one can relax and luxuriate in the pleasure 
of one’s own creation. The secrets entail some amount of time and 
effort. But the results, when properly accomplished, are greatly 
worth this effort.

As a warning, no real clambake can happen without seaweed. 
Real seaweed. Wet seaweed. You get it from a fish purveyor in 
bags, and you need bags of it to provide taste and insulation to the 
baking process. You must locate the place where the seaweed can 
be obtained, and you must arrange to get it in advance, because 
it takes some time for the getting. I know of one local place – 
Anastasi Seafood in the Italian Market on South 10th Street.

No authentic food can happen without the influence of real 
seaweed. It steams on top of the hot rocks and provides both flavor 
and a gentle layer of cooking skill between hot rocks and the fresh 
shellfish and crustaceans and other food that steams to perfection. 
Find the seaweed and you are almost there.

Here is the rest of the plan. First, find yourself some large rocks. 
Not pebbles or stones, but rocks the like of which you might put 
in the garden. Pile them in a bunch somewhere where the fire 
department will not object. I think cooking is something of an 
exception to local codes. On top of the pile of rocks place wood 
and set it afire without lighter fluid. Allow the wood to burn for at 
least three hours (possibly more), replenishing the wood as needed 
so that the rocks heat till they are red-hot. Then use a metal rake to 
remove the wood embers (wood ash has no place in the steaming 
process) and use the rake to place the rocks in a hole you have 
dug. The hole should be no more than one to one-and-a-half feet 
deep and wide enough to hold the rocks so that they do not rise 
above ground level (to keep in the heat). Vary the size of the hole 
according the amount of rocks you are using, and don’t be stingy. 
The hole should be something on the order of four feet square or 
larger, depending on the amount of food you cook.

Once the hot rocks have been brought to the hole and placed there, 
cover them with the wet seaweed. This will allow the seaweed to 
steam the food. Place the food on the hot seaweed and cover it with 
a very wet, very clean tarp. Allow it to cook for a time – usually 
about half-an-hour or more, until the food is cooked. Then remove 
the hot food from the pit and serve it with tons of melted butter and 
lemon, depending on your preference. The butter and lemon are 
optional, since the seaweed should impart a wonderful taste to the 
fresh seafood that needs no enhancement if done right.
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Tending the fire as the rocks heat up.

Raking the hot rocks into the cooking pit.

Lobsters, paper bags with potatoes and 
sausage are dropped onto the seaweed.

Everything in place before being 
covered with a damp tarp.
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The food you should use are live lobsters weighing no more than 
one or one-and-a-half pounds. Bigger lobsters tend to be tougher. 
Place the lobsters directly on the steaming seaweed and cover 
them and allow them to steam. In addition to lobster you should 
use steamer clams that have thin shells. These are a prize and 
should be specially ordered from your fish purveyor – if they can 
be found down here. Mussels can be used by the desperate. The 
shellfish should be placed in cheesecloth and bound and thrown 
on the steaming fire with the lobsters. Add small brown bags in 
which a small potato and a piece of Italian sausage have been 
paired. Throw them on the steaming seaweed also. Fresh corn on 
the cob, still in the husks and soaked in water for about 15 minutes 
beforehand, should also join the process. Cover the lot and steam, 
usually for about 30 to 35 minutes. The steaming process will cook 
the lobster more slowly, so don’t worry about the down time. The 
results are indescribable. Delicate sweet lobster and clams that 
simply melt in your mouth, with a delicate brush of salt water 
and influence of smoky weed are a more exquisite taste than one 
mortal can describe.

You can also steam your favorite solid fish in a bag over the same 
hot rocks. It isn’t as heavenly as the shellfish, but the taste imparted 
by the steaming seaweed is something memorable even for some 
tuna or swordfish in a paper bag. (Best to barbeque them at home 
with oil and garlic).

The folk around the Lind household are poised to drink cold 
beer with their repast. In New England there are many choices, 
including the excellent Sam Adams varieties. A bottle of 

Naragansett was the common man’s choice, but the brewery is no 
longer the same place. So the beer of your choice is recommended. 
My choice however, is a light white wine. New England, where 
the population includes a number of descendants of French and 
Portuguese immigrants, is an ideal place for wines. Portugal boasts 
a wide variety of inexpensive white. My favorite, Serradayres, is 
as dry as a bone and well balanced with a citrus influence. It is 
very hard to get in places where immigrant traces are not present. 
But there are numerous blends of Portuguese whites that are 
most satisfactory. A good French white Burgundy isn’t anything 
to sniff at, and a fine white Graves will do the trick. A friend of 
mine swears on light red Burgundies with shellfish, and I am not 
sure he has missed anything in drinking them at that time. I also 
recommend the Portuguese green wines, which are low alcohol 
and easily obtained. They go with anything light and compliment 
a shellfish clambake perfectly.

Frank Lind was a wonderful Rhode Island lawyer, a good friend 
of his neighbors and deeply loved by his family. He and wife 
Nancy presided over a large bunch of children who, despite the 
tribulations of modern family life, always managed to fill their 
family meetings with laughter. The elder Linds are gone now, but 
I can still feel them smiling fondly as the generations of their clan 
eagerly gather to feast and laugh during the soft New England 
summer at the lake.

Marc W. Reuben (marcreuben@yahoo.com) is a sole practitioner.

The secrets entail some amount of time and effort. But 
the results, when properly accomplished, are greatly 
worth this effort.




