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When she was four years old, Lydia San-
tograde wanted to be a mermaid.

When she discovered she wasn’t quite 
right for the job, the New York City resident 
chose marine biology instead.

Still, Santograde, now a rising high 
school senior, wanted to test the waters be-
fore plunging into a pursuit of her longtime 
goal.

Last week, she decided she was ready to 
dive right in.

Santograde was one of a group of teens 
from across the country that helped build 
an oyster reef with the help of St. James 
volunteers on July 28.

She and her peers participated in the 
project through Oceans 17, a residential 
summer camp for aspiring marine scien-
tists sponsored by UNC-Wilmington.

Even after hauling heavy buckets of shells 
in the humid southern heat, Santograde 
said she was as certain as ever that she was 
meant to be a marine biologist.

“Some people just have the calling, I 
guess,” she said. “I’ve always known I 
wanted to do this.” 

Santograde’s camp roommate, Chicago 
resident Miranda Thompson, can certainly 
relate.

The two new friends hope to attend UNC-
W together next year, where they can share 
a dorm room once again.

But they also share a lifelong love of the 
sea.

“Since I was really young, I always found 
it interesting. When other kids were saying 
they wanted to be a doctor or a cowboy or a 
teacher, I was telling people I was going to 
be a marine biologist,” Thompson recalled.

Through Oceans 17, Santograde, Thomp-
son and nearly 20 of their peers recently 
got three weeks of firsthand experience in 
the field.

At St. James last week, they put on their 
gloves and their sunscreen and helped 
hand-deliver thousands of oyster shells to 
a dock in Mariners Way.

The shells, purchased by the Town of St. 
James, were used to construct a reef along 
the marsh near the mouth of Beaver Dam 
Creek. 

Thursday, Troy Alphin, a UNC-W re-
search associate, oversaw the dumping of 
the shells at that location.

This isn’t the first time the all-volunteer 
team at St. James and the university have 
teamed up.

The first reef was built at Waterway Park 
three years ago. Last year, UNC-W camp-
ers came out to help expand the existing 
reef.

That site is now a UNC-W research sanc-
tuary. Taylor Ryan, one of the founding 
members of the St. James oyster program, 
said the Beaver Dam Creek reef would also 
become a sanctuary and would be continu-
ally studied and monitored.

“We are trying to see what kinds of eco-
systems will form,” UNC-W marine biology 
student Samantha Ehnert, whose intern-
ship is with the St. James oyster program, 
noted.

In addition to giving homes to all sorts 
of creatures — mussels, crabs, worms and 
even other oysters — Ehnert said artificial 
reefs can protect marshland from erosion.

“We are hoping the reefs will create a buf-
fer for the marsh,” she said.

That is good news to Ryan and the hand-
ful of like-minded St. James residents who 
have worked so hard to preserve the coastal 
landscape surrounding them.

And it’s a lesson Oceans 17 counselor 
Carly Randall hopes Santograde, Thomp-
son and the other campers take home, no 
matter where home is.

“This is important on a lot of different 
fronts. It’s important to educate kids and 
the local community on how important 
(oyster reefs) are. They protect against 
wave energy, erosion of the beaches. They 
attract wildlife,” she said. “And this proj-
ect has a significant impact on students. 
We hope they take this experience with 
them and that it gets them involved where 
they’re from.”

For Santograde, that lesson is a no-brain-
er.

Coastal issues, after all, have been on her 
mind since childhood.

“It started with me wanting to be a mer-
maid and it just escalated from there,” she 
said. “When I was four, I asked my dad 
what I could do to be more like a mermaid 
and he said, ‘Well, you could be a marine 
biologist.’”

‘When I was four, I asked my dad what I could do to be 
more like a mermaid and he said, “Well, you could be a 
marine biologist.”’
Lydia Santograde

UNC-W research technician Russ Barbour and undergraduate research assistant Samantha Ehnert dump oyster shells near the mouth of Bea-
ver Dam Creek as part of the St. James initiative to build artificial reefs.

High school students from as close as Wilmington and as far away as Wash-
ington state braved the humid summer heat to help haul shells for the reef 
Wednesday. The students were attending Oceans 17, a UNC-W residential 
camp for budding marine scientists.

After several trips down the dock a weary Shan-
non Jones exclaimed, “Guess what! I paid four 
thousand dollars to do this.”    

Hand in hand, St. James residents and 
young volunteers work to get the reef 
ready.
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create artificial reefs to protect marshland
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