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BY CHERYL KAIN

T
he rocks on the sur-
face of this clambake 
“pit” are anywhere 
from the size of a 
grapefruit to a bowl-

ing ball and are gathered in a 
5-by-5-foot area on the ground. 
Putting together an old-fash-
ioned rock and wood clambake 
is labor intensive, by the looks 
of it. “I do all this because I 
enjoy doing it. I love this job! 
I’m even uncomfortable saying 
‘job,’” says Bob Starck, owner 
of Old Fashioned Clambakes, 
based in Centerville.

Bob wears a suit to his job 
as vice president, director of 
human resources at Alan Gray 
Inc., an international insur-
ance and financial services firm 
whose main office is in Boston, 
and pulls out T-shirts on the 
weekends for his other life as 
cook and manager of his nostal-
gic clambake company on Cape 
Cod.

First, you must put down 
the layer of rocks, followed by 
wood, which burns down to 
heat the rocks. It takes approxi-
mately three to four hours for 
the rocks to heat up enough. 
“On a hot day like today,” Bob 

says, “it’ll take three hours.” He 
shows me a steam scar on his 
arm.

And the secret ingredient? 
Seaweed.

“It’s called ‘rockweed’ — 
seaweed with bubbles — that 
we dump on the rocks,” says 
Bob of the 4-to-6-inch layer 
that’s harvested from along 
the shores of the Cape. When 
all the wood is gone, there are 
simply the cracked rocks and all 
that seaweed. The fresh lobster, 
clams, sausage, potatoes and 
sometimes corn are placed in 
wooden boxes in the seaweed 
bed, and the whole operation 
is covered with a canvas tarp 
and left to steam for about 
three-quarters of an hour into a 
pleasantly briny, smoky good-
ness. (In most cases, they husk 
the corn and cook it, because 
not everyone is a fan of the 
smoky-clambake-taste corn.) 
Apparently you can get just as 
much heat doing clambakes 
on the surface like this, since 
digging pits in the sand on Cape 
Cod beaches is mostly prohib-
ited nowadays.

Putting on clambakes has 
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Bob Starck, left, owner of Old Fashioned Clambakes, gets help 
putting fresh clams into bags from his friend Bing Kalweit of 
Centerville. Kalweit helps Starck out on a handful of private-event 
clambakes throughout the summer.

Baked, not boiled: On the left, an employee of Old Fashioned Clambakes sifts through clams to make sure they are all prime candidates for a wedding 
rehearsal dinner company owner, Bob Starck, and his staff catered in Cotuit over the Fourth of July weekend. Starck is known for doing clambakes 
the old-fashioned way with heated rocks and seaweed. In the middle, after three or four hours, when the rocks are hot enough, bins are loaded up 
with clams, lobsters, corn and other clambake staples and placed on top of a steaming layer of seaweed. Far right, once everything is prepared, the 
entire operation is covered with plastic and cloth tarps and allowed to cook for about an hour into smoky, briny goodness. Old Fashioned Clambakes 
puts on about 35 to 40 events each season.
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been Bob’s hobby for 25 years, but 
he’s been doing more of them over 
the past 10 years. He comes from a 
food-oriented family: His sister and her 
family own Wimpy’s Seafood Cafe in 
Osterville.

Old Fashioned Clambakes is popular 
for wedding rehearsal dinners, and I 
witnessed one for 70 people. Folks fly 
in from all around the country to see 
an historically authentic Cape Cod 
clambake, hearkening back to the 
Wampanoag Indians. “It’s a lot of fun 
and laughs,” says Bob.

Bob does all the marketing, pricing 
and prep work himself. He keeps the 
“equipment” in his garage. He uses 
all local vendors: Lambert’s Fruit & 
Produce in Centerville, Joe’s Lobster in 
Sandwich and Hyannis Food Service. 

“We do around 30 to 35 clambakes 
in a season; most are private parties or 
rehearsal dinners,” Bob says. He doesn’t 
retain full-time employees; depending 
on the size of an event, he hires one 
server for every 25 guests. The com-
pany almost never does buffets. These 
are lovely, sit-down meals with biode-
gradable plates, cups and napkins, and 
high-quality plastic cutlery. According 
to Bob, the sit-down meals “feel much 
more intimate than a buffet. You don’t 
spend time in line, the food is hotter 
and you can mingle after you sit down 
with your meal.”

A standard clambake menu consists 
of chowder, steamed clams with broth 
and butter, lobster or steak, and potato, 
sausage, sweet corn on the cob and 
watermelon. “Sometimes there are 
variations, like sweet potatoes, onions, 
brown bread and we can do other 
things for a small added fee,” he says.

The party host provides the drinks 
and seating, which may include a tent, 

in addition to the table and chairs. 
Bob’s outfit does not have liquor liabil-
ity insurance. “We don’t have anything 
to do with alcohol. We do bring drawn 
butter, lobster crackers, picks, wet 
wipes and lobster bibs,” he says. 

Bob and his staff get a chance to en-
joy the product of their work as well; 
there is always some lobster, clams 
and corn left over. After everyone has 
had enough food and are moving into 
dessert or another activity, Bob and 
company clean up and take the trash 
away. A day or so later, they rake up 
the seaweed and move it to a compost 
pile “for my garden or for a friend,” 
says Bob. “I also keep the rocks for my 
yard to make stonewalls around the 
trees.”

It all began over three decades ago. “I 
started doing this recreationally in the 
mid-’70s; people would provide me 
with a few bucks to cover costs, and I 
started by doing a family-and-friends 
party at my home in Centerville for 
about 50 people,” explains Bob. He did 
a few clambakes, then a couple of years 
later Bob showed his son Eric how to 
do it. “He helped me as a young guy, all 
through high school,” Bob says.

In 1986, Eric, then a freshman at 
Union College in Schenectady, N.Y., 
came home on Thanksgiving break. He 
had been experiencing problems with 
his neck and had gone to see a doctor. 
“He was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s 
disease. He was 18 years old,” says Bob. 
Eric had his lymph nodes and spleen 
removed, followed by radiation and 
chemo. Eric missed only one term at 
school and returned to college the fol-
lowing semester.

Eric had many friends, and the ones 
from Union College would drive him 
to Boston for his chemo, stay with him 

Trythis!
Old Fashioned  

Quahog Chowder 

• 1/4 pound salt pork, diced
• 3 medium onions, diced
• 20 large chowder quahogs, 

scrubbed and rinsed
• 2 cups diced potatoes
• 1 quart light cream 
• butter, salt and pepper (to 

taste)
Place the quahogs in a large 

pan with several inches of water. 
Cover and bring to boil until shells 
have opened. Remove the quahogs 

(save the juice) and let cool, then 
force through a hand grinder.

Fry the salt pork. Add the onions 
and brown, being careful not to 
burn. Add the quahog juice, qua-
hogs and potatoes to the onion 
and salt pork mixture. Cook this for 
about 15 minutes or until potatoes 
are semi soft, stirring frequently.

 Add the mixture to a double 
boiler and stir in the light cream. 
Heat until warm. (The double 
boiler will prevnt the cream from 
scorching.) Add butter, salt and 
pepper to taste.

Serve with pilot crackers and 
enjoy!
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the whole day and drive him back to 
school. One semester later, he came 
home to the Cape for the summer. “He 
still had to have radiation every day,” 
Bob says. Eric asked his father if he 
could help out with the clambakes. So 
Eric and his friends Marc and Derek 
Civilinski and Casey Nutall started Old 
Fashioned Clambakes. Also vital to the 
impetus of launching Old Fashioned 
Clambakes were Eric’s two beloved 
sisters, Kristin Wilson and Erin Lubash.

Bob remembers the good times. 
“Jodi Civilinski was the love of Eric’s 
life. When she went out with Eric in 
high school, that’s when Eric became 
friends with the Civilinski boys, and 
the whole clambake venture really 
started.”

Eric was president of his fraternity 
and graduated cum laude. He got a job 
in Boston and married Jodi and they 
went on to adopt two wonderful boys 
and settle in Sandwich. In 1998, there 
was a recurrence of Eric’s 
cancer. He died in 1999 
at the age of 31.

“Eric was a great kid,” 
says Bob’s wife, Toni, a 
retired school teacher, 
who now tutors kids 
from pre-first grade 
through second grade. 
“He was very easy to 
raise. I’m his stepmom; I 
got him full time at age 
10. I had three daugh-
ters, and Bob and I had a 
daughter. Eric called me 
‘Mom,’” she says, with 
pride. 

Eric was a faith-filled young man, 
according to Bob, and very active with 
the Catholic Church. He was spe-
cial, always lending a helping hand to 
others. “He did nice things for people 
without telling anyone. We’d hear 
about it later from someone else. His 
friends would come out and visit us 
for years after he’d gone, for about 10 
years.”

“After Eric died, some of us started 
a Charitable Golf Tournament at 
Brookside Golf Club in Bourne, which 
later became the foundation for Eric 
Starck Charities,” says Bob. The tourna-
ment became so popular, “we started 
a scholarship in his name at Bourne 
High School. We find young men and 
women who embody some of the same 

qualities Eric had.” Several years after 
Eric’s death, his college classmates, 
family and close friends established an 
endowment that funds a yearly schol-
arship at Union College in Eric’s name.

Eric Starck Charities got involved 
with The Pan Mass Challenge and the 
Cam Neely Foundation at New Eng-
land Medical Center. Bob remembers, 
“I decided then I would start the busi-
ness again. Every time I do a clambake, 
I think of Eric. It took off! The impor-
tant thing is, Eric was part of it. He was 
always a part of it and will always be a 
part of it.”

Bob puts on clam-
bakes with his friends, 
including Carol Jean 
O’Toole, Alison McMur-
ry, Leslie Shinn, Bing 
Kalweit, his grandson 
Josh Odell and many 
others. “Those friends 
will tell friends and I’ll 
shepherd someone in 
who wants to work. Oc-
casionally, my grandchil-
dren, Zachary, 15, and 
Jacob Starck, 13, work 
for me.”

Despite the sadness 
and anguish and everything family and 
friends went through, “one of the most 
important things for me was that when 
my son was sick I got to spend a lot of 
time with him. He had a bone marrow 
transplant; I was the donor. The guys 
involved with the clambakes, many 
friends and all of our family gathered 
around that hospital for weeks to stay 
with Eric. There was always someone 
with him 24/7 in his room. They sat 
with him, held his hand,” he recalls.

“We talk and talk about him, mostly 
with smiles on our faces. He was a 
wonderful person,” Bob says. “Eric’s on 
our mind all the time, in a good way. 
Whether I do a whole bunch of clam-
bakes or not many at all, I just want to 
have fun and be surrounded by family 
and friends.”
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Clambakes Quickhits
Lobster: baked, not boiled 

Old Fashioned Clambakes
Bob Starck, owner
508-775-1089
e-mail: rstarck821@aol.com
www.oldfashionedclambakes.com

❝
Every time I do 

a clambake, I 
think of Eric.

BOB STArK, OWNEr

OLD FASHIONED 
CLAMBAKES
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