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COMMUNITY’S 
TREASURED ICON
Sonoma Valley family’s Virgin Mary 
statue draws faithful during holidays D1

PEARL HARBOR MEMORIES
Bullet brought sailor, wife together B1

SPIRITED, BUT POLITE, FANS
High school campaign’s goal is civility C1

Oyster operation 
winding down

Photos by JOHN BURGESS / The Press Democrat 

PULLING OUT: Christian Pablo, left, and other workers at Drakes Bay Oyster Co. load thousands of oysters onto a barge last week as the company ends its 
operations in Drakes Estero in Point Reyes National Seashore. The oysters will be trucked to another site and dried for later use in habitat restoration projects.

By New Year’s Day, there 
should be no more oysters 
in Drakes Estero, a placid 

estuary in the Point Reyes National 
Seashore that has been, for the bet-
ter part of  eight years, the setting for 
a tempest of  epic proportions.

Ranchers, environmentalists, 
scientists, food lovers and famous 
chefs, members of  Congress and a 
bevy of  lawyers have been embroiled 
in the conflict over a family-owned 
farm that planted millions of  tiny 
oysters in the estero’s cold, clear 
waters and harvested $1.5 million 
worth of  table-ready bivalves a year, 
continuing an aquaculture operation 
dating back to the 1930s.

Questions over the Drakes Bay 
Oyster Co.’s impact, good or bad, on 
the 2,500-acre Pacific Ocean estuary, 
and how the company was treated 
by the federal government, fairly or 
unfairly, raised passions that likely 
will persist for years in west Marin 
County and beyond.

But two things are clear: Those 
questions were never answered in 
a two-year legal battle that went to 
the U.S. Supreme Court’s doorstep, 
and to some degree they no longer 

FOUND ON BEACHES: Richard James has collected thousands 
of black plastic tubes from the beaches of Point Reyes National 
Seashore over the past six years. While he links the tubes and 
other debris to Drakes Bay Oyster Co., company co-owner Kevin 
Lunny points to previous oyster operations at the site.

POINT REYES SEASHORE

NEXT CHAPTER: 
With court battle over, 
workers dismantling 

Drakes Bay farm
By GUY KOVNER
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CLEANUP TASK: 
Man who documented 
beach debris welcomes 
company’s departure

An Inverness activist’s un-
derwater videos reveal that 
cleaning up Drakes Estero af-

ter eight decades of  commercial oys-
ter cultivation is a bigger job than 
meets the eye on the wind-rippled 
surface of  the 2,500-acre estuary in 
Point Reyes National Seashore.

Richard James, who calls himself  
the Coastodian, has kayaked the 
estero and plunged in, with a wetsuit, 
mask, snorkel and GoPro camera, 
to document the debris —  pressure- 
treated lumber, oyster-growing tubes, 
shells and bags of oysters —  littering 
the sandy bottom, primarily around 
the wooden racks where oysters are 
grown.

“I try to get the word out,” said 
James, a 52-year-old naturalist and 
photographer who moved to Inver-
ness in 2008. “Once I got in the water 
and saw what was on the bottom, 
that irked me.”

James refers to the clips posted 
on his website, coastodian.org, as 
“crime scene video.”

Kevin Lunny, co-owner of  Drakes 
Bay Oyster Co., disputed that assess-
ment, calling the videos “disingenu-
ous and misleading.”

By GUY KOVNER
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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INSIDE: Veteran Drakes Bay Oyster Co. worker decides to stay 
with company until its last day of operation / A13

ONLINE: To view Richard James’ underwater video of debris 
in Drakes Estero, go to pressdemocrat.com

Vegetable spawns larceny, luxury in Peru

JUNÍN, Peru — Thieves re-
cently broke into a storehouse 
in this farming town high in the 
Andes, knocked the manager 
over the head and made off with 
2,600 pounds of  contraband.

Trucks have been surrep-
titiously crossing the border, 
laden with an illicit substance 
bound for China. And with the 
price of  their signature crop 

soaring, once-poor farmers 
bounce along the unpaved roads 
in shiny new vehicles.

The precious stuff that has 
provoked sudden larceny and 
luxury here is not drugs, gems 
or precious metals. It is a pun-
gent, turnip-like vegetable 
called maca, heralded as a can-
cer-fighting superfood and sold 
on the shelves of  supermarkets 
like Whole Foods.

It is so popular in China for 
its perceived aphrodisiac effects 

that this year Chinese buyers 
showed up here with suitcases 
full of  cash to buy up the har-
vest, inciting a gold rush and 
setting off alarms from Lima to 
Los Angeles and beyond.

As maca booms, some Peru-
vians fear that they are losing 
control of  a valuable crop with 
a history that goes back long be-
fore the time of  the Inca empire.

Officials say that many Chi-
nese buyers smuggled the root 

MERIDITH KOHUT / New York Times 

Maca, a root vegetable grown in 
Peru, is heralded as a superfood.TURN TO PERU, PAGE A12

By WILLIAM NEUMAN
NEW YORK TIMES

Energy 
firms in 
secret 

alliances

The letter to the Environ-
mental Protection Agency from 
Attorney General Scott Pruitt 
of Oklahoma carried a blunt 
accusation: Federal regulators 
were grossly overestimating the 
amount of air pollution caused 
by energy companies drilling 
new natural gas wells in his state.

But Pruitt left out one critical 
point. The three-page letter was 
written by lawyers for Devon 
Energy, one of  Oklahoma’s big-
gest oil and gas companies, and 
was delivered to him by Devon’s 
chief  of  lobbying.

“Outstanding!” William 
Whitsitt, who at the time di-
rected government relations at 
the company, said in a note to 
Pruitt’s office. The attorney gen-
eral’s staff had taken Devon’s 
draft, copied it onto state gov-
ernment stationery with only a 
few word changes, and sent it to 
Washington with the attorney 
general’s signature. “The tim-
ing of  the letter is great, given 

GOP attorneys general, top 
power producers join forces 

to fight Obama agenda

By ERIC LIPTON
NEW YORK TIMES
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Luke Somers Pierre Korkie

Hostages slain 
as SEALs 
closed in

SANAA, Yemen — An Ameri-
can photojournalist and a South 
African teacher were killed 
Saturday during a high-risk, 
U.S.-led raid to free them from 
al-Qaida-affiliated militants in 
Yemen, a turbulent Arab coun-
try that is a centerpiece of  U.S. 
counterterrorism efforts in the 
region.

The predawn raid, led by about 
three dozen U.S. Navy SEAL Team 
6 commandos, was the second res-
cue attempt in as many weeks to 
free Luke Somers, a 33-year-old 
freelance photographer and edi-
tor kidnapped just over a year ago 
in Yemen’s capital.

South African Pierre Korkie, 
abducted 18 months ago with his 
wife in the city of  Tazi, also was 
killed by militants as U.S. forces 
descended upon the militants’ 

By JULIE PACE 
and AHMED AL-HAJ
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