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Vickery: We begin tonight on the opposite end of the state, on Ocracoke Island to be exact, to see the challenges of keeping up in a rapidly changing economy.  That challenge is especially strong for many rural communities in our state.  In a series of reports, UNC-TV is taking a look at how these communities across North Carolina are successfully reinventing themselves to be part of the new economy.  Elizabeth Wilder begins our coverage on Ocracoke where competing in today’s marketplace means holding on to some of our coastal traditions.

Wilder: The last remaining fish house on Ocracoke straddles the water on the sliver of land along Silver Lake, Ocracoke Seafood Company.  This is where tourists get a crash course in seafood and buy tonight’s dinner fresh off the boat.

Payne: When I first came here years and years ago when I was a small child, there were three fish houses.  You could go, you could just walk down to the dock any time you wanted to and buy a fish. You know, everybody just sort of took it for granted that they was always going to be here.

Wilder: Development could have swallowed up the landmark as it has in other coastal areas.

P. Plyler: The working waterfronts are fast disappearing.  So we feel so lucky that we’ve been able to survive.

Payne: It is very valuable; I mean if developers could get a hold of it, they’d love it.

Wilder: Instead the Ocracoke Working Waterman’s Association, a group of about 35 full and part-time commercial fishermen, found a way to chart a different course.

H. Plyler:  Well, two years ago we were facing the prospect of losing our fish house that had been here for 30-some years.

Wilder: The fishermen landed a North Carolina rural development grant for $325,000, enough money to buy the existing business and lease for the next 70 years.  Together the members share the dock and retail space.

T. O'Neal: Well, it gives us somewhere to take our fish and crabs.  We ain’t got to go to Hatteras or somewhere else and it makes it easier, you know, when you can put your crabs and fish here and you can go home.

Wilder: Without the grant?

H. Plyler: Well, we wouldn’t have had a fish house here and the fishing industry would have probably died.

Wilder: Like a skilled surgeon, Hardy Plyler  cleans his catch and explains why the grant affects more than just the fishermen.

H. Plyler: We were very relieved and very happy that state government had seen the importance of this fish house not only for generating income and economic development on Ocracoke but also to reflect the fishing heritage in North Carolina and to maintain, help maintain the industry.

Wilder: The recent windfall had another significant impact.

Payne: It brought the community together.

H. Plyler:  We knew that the community would be behind us because the fishing industry is important to Ocracoke, not only for money for the fishermen and the money it generates, but also the tourist industry.

Customer: So tell me of the difference between the red drum and the black drum.

H. Plyler:  You are touting this and advertising it as a quaint fishing village, well if you don’t have a fish house, that’s a stretch.

Wilder: To borrow a phrase from one of the local fishermen, Ocracoke is the lifejacket that keeps this county afloat.  A majority of retail sales tax and property tax for Hyde County comes from this small but busy island.

Wilder: When Vince O’Neal  isn’t cooking for tourists at the Pony Island Restaurant, he is busy trying to catch fish.  He does both to make a living.

V. O'Neal A lot of people fish part-time, so even there’s not that many doing it full-time any more because full-time, part-time, it means a lot, gives people a place to work.  And that money is pumped right back into the economy.  You take one fish when it’s caught, if it’s over at the fish house and cleaned for a restaurant, sort of local seafood market down there, every time it multiplies the money just stays here in the local economy.

Wilder: The fishermen insist they need all the help they can get.

T. O'Neal I can buy me a pack of five-cent Nabs and a fifteen-cent Coca Cola.  I ought to make that.

Wilder: Is it really that bad?

T. O'Neal: I broke even.  I broke even buy more gas instead.

Gaskill: Oh yeah.  Yeah, we all get along sometimes.

Wilder: James Berry Gaskill was the oldest member of the co-op.  He is encouraging his son to stay in school and keep his options open.  Gaskill confides it is tough to make a living on the water.

Gaskill: Friends of mine down in Cedar Island that are shrimping, take them right now 200 pound of shrimp a night just to pay their fuel bill.

T. O'Neal When I first started crabbing back in the early ‘70s there was 56 crabbers.  Today there’s only about four or five that does it.

Wilder: Why?

T. O'Neal Here on the island.  Just a lot of people just quit doing it and a lot of people didn’t stick with it and just some of us are hardheaded.

H. Plyler: Well, the trend of commercial fishermen in this area, most of us are in our 50s.  There’s not much youth recruitment in the commercial fishing business.  A generation or two ago, you climbed on the boat with your daddy or your granddaddy and that’s what you did.  Now with fuel prices, regulation, a lot of the young men are not getting into fishing.

Wilder: One thing that would help the fishermen say is if consumers make sure they buy the local catch and pass on the imported seafood.  With the future of the fish house location secure, the Ocracoke Watermen now have one major advantage.

H. Plyler Ocracoke is different from most places in commercial fishing.  We are isolated here.  We don’t have any competition down the street, so the boys it is either support this or don’t have anything.

Wilder: Locals and summer visitors have embraced the business, happy to preserve the maritime tradition of life on Ocracoke.

Vickery: And for more information on the Ocracoke Fish House and the NC Rising project, you can log onto unctv.org/ncrising.

