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Sunny S ide ~nn 
Martin County, North Carolina 

The Sunny Side' Oyster Bar, 'historically known as the Sunny 
Side Inn, ,is a double front-gable frame building in the 
Craftsman style on the east side of Williamston's Washington 
Street, near the Highway 13-64 intersection, in Martin County_ 
Located at the edge of Williamston's commercial district near 
the Skewarke.y. Primitive Baptist Church, the Sunny Side Oyster 
Bar has achieved a .unique landmark status as a well-preserved 
and very rare example of an early to mid-twentieth-century 
eastern North Carolina'oyster bar. The building, in its sixty­
six years of existence, has evolved in multi-functional units. 
It began as Theodore Roberson's frame, one-story, gable-front 
Sanitary S~rvice Market in 1929. Then, in the winter bf'1930-
1931, Roberson. extended his Sanitary Service Market on its south 
side with a front gable room and opened a small cafe, the Sunny 
Side Inn, there. Between 1935 and 1940, Theodore Roberson and 
his two sons, Charles Tilghman (C. T.) and George had a rear 
extension built onto the Sunny Side Inn, which they used as an 
oyster bar. The Sanitary Service Market apparently was closed 
with Theodore Roberson's death in 1940, and the space was 
--incorporated into the Sunny Side Inn. Since November 1945, the 
building has been known as the Sunny Side Oyster Bar instead of 
the Sunny Side I nIl " and_.will be referred to as such to minimize confusion. 

The setting of the Sunny Side Oyster Bar, originally 
outside the town limits, has since become part of Williamston; 
the immediate area around the restaurant, however, consists of 
older small commercial buildings. An unpaved parking lot lies 
between the Sunny Side I s north elevation and the north property 
line. The main (west) elevation of the Sunny Side. is separated 
from Washington Street by an unpaved sidewalk and an unpaved 
driveway leads to the parking lot. The main elevation (west) 
and north elevations are about fifty to sixty feet long, and the 
south elevation is approximately eighty-five feet long, creating 
an irregu~ar building footprint. 

The building is covered by a gable~front roof with' 
galvanized metal and rests on a poured concrete foundation; it 
is also finished with weatherboarding and has Craftsman-style 
exposed roof rafters, two three-panel front doors (the windows 
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and doo~ to the original section have been covered) and, at the 
entrance to the Sunny Side Oyster Bar, a lancet-shaped louvered 
ventilator pierces the asphalt hexagonal-tiled front gable. 

The.first, or north section, of "the building was Theodore 
Roberson's II Sani·tary Service Market", buil t shortly after the 
Robersons bought the tract of land from Lovette Biggs Harrison 
in 1929. This simple weatherboarded building still has its 
original paired windows (with bars across) flanking the flush 
centered front door, on the main elevation. On the building's 
north side are two barred four-over-one windows, one of which is 
paired. ~ith a three-paneled four-light sash door under' a 
whimsical-looking bra~keted flush gable that probably was 
originally a covered receiving area for the market. Inside the 
former Sanitary Service Market, the walls and ceiling are 
sheathed" with manufactured beaded board tongue-and-groove 
siding, and -one of the original metal meat display counters is 
at the east (rear) wall, next to the kitchen entrance. There is, 
an entrance to the adjacent oyster barts waiting room, at the 
southeast corner of this room. Presently, this space serves as 
an overflow waiting area. 

The present oyster bar's "waiting area" the original 
"Sunny Side Inn" lunch room opened in 1931 is lit by two 
front display windows, the recessed storefront entry IS 

: sidelights, and two four-over-one windows at the side. The 
-guests at Mr. Roberson's opening dinner on January 29, 1931, 
would have sat at the wooden booths that are still in place and 
feasted upon "turkey, barbecue, brunswick stew and sea foods"' 
for the' price of seventy-five cents. The room still has its 
original recessed entry, oak floors, and wooden counter at the 
east end, or back, of the room. Minor alterations include the 
dropp~d acoustical tiled ceiling and some sheet paneling. Local 
history relates that Mr. Roberson chose the name "Sunny Side" 
because of the sunlight that flooded into "the room in the late 
morning and afternoon, but the Williamston Enterprise has 
advertisements just before the cafe opened, during the winter of 
1930-1931, for a movie called "The Sunny Side," which may have 
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played a part in the name. 

The oyster bar (ca. 1935-1940) is "a walled-off narrow, 
rectangular room directly behind the rear, east wall of current· 
waiting room. The floor joists in the oyster bar are directly 
on the ground, making it necessary for customers to step down 
into the room.. The U-shaped bar, restored during a recent 
rehabilitation, dominates the room. Surrounding the bar are 
wooden stools, many of which are original to the oyster bar, and 
painted a lacquered green and white, echoing the green-and-white 
of the beaded-board, tongue-and-groove sheathed walls. Behind 
the metal bar is the shuckers' station; the shuckers' side of 
the bar has an aluminum trough all around for easy cleaning,' and 
a plywood floor covered with cedar shavings to catch any stray 
oyster juice. The use of cedar shavings, a practice outlawed 
some time ago by the' heal·th depar'tment, is allowed in the 
historic oyster bar un~er a grandfather clause. According to, 
local history, the oyster bar was opened in 1935; the first 
documention of its existence, however, was the ,announcement by 
Theodore'Roberson's sons, George and C.T., that the "Sunny Side 
Oyster Baril was,' as ·of November 1945, open for business with 
steamed oysters the specialty of the house. It is probable that 
the oyster bar gradually came about in the mid-1930s as a way to 
supplement the cafe business and in resporise to seasonal demand 
for oysters. 

The original complex of steaming and storage outbuildings 
immediately east of the Sunny Side was, torn down in 1993, due to 
its condition, and replaced by a small, side-gable cement block 
building that houses an oyster steamer, washing pit, boiler, and 
storage area. The building is simple and unobtrusive. When an 
order is placed in the oyster bar, the shuckers go to this 
building to give the orders to the steamer, who hands over the 
requested oysters in a metal pail -- a process identical to what 
occuredin the original steamer outbuilding. The steamer itself 
is the same one used by the oyster bar since the 1940s. 
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Statement of Significance 

Sunny Side Inn 
Martin , N.C. 

The Sunny Side Oyster Bar is historically significant for two 
reasons: First, it is an authentic, well-maintained and well­
preserved eariy twentieth-century eastern North Carolina oyster 
bar; and, second, it is a good example of a small town early-to­
tnid.:.t·wentieth-century cafe/oyster bar, built in the days befo!:"e 
.franchise restaurants and fast-food. chains. The S·uriny S 
Oyster Bar is, therefore, eligible for listing in the National 
Register und-er Criterion C for its unique architectural 
integrity, and also under Criterion A for its view into c.n 
equally unique history, that of oyster bars in eastern No~~ 
Carolina in the early twentieth century. 

The Sunny Side building, on its original site on the old 
Washington highway, is markedly similar to documentary 
photographs of period oyster bars, oyster bar/barbecue stands 
and detached frame eating houses, nearly all of which have_ 
vanished from rural and small town North Carolina. The 
Side, in addition, represents a significant chapter 
American love affair with' the oyster I' an affair that 
bordered on the obsessive, from the seventeenth-century flO\./ster 
war" between the Maryland and Virginia colonies to the later 
nineteenth-century plundering of the Pamlico Sound by Chesapea~e 
oysterme.n.. The ritual of oyster consumption, a common sight 
the northeastern·cities of New York, Philadelphia, and Boston 
where the food writer, M.F.K. Fisher, describes oysters 
"on a plate of shaved ice, with small round white crackers in a 
bowl or vase (Fisher, p: 64 )', II became a less elaborate ritual 
the South. Here, a diner enj oyed an informal intimacy 
surroundings and ritual. In a simply finished room lit by 
exposed light bulb or a fluorescent tube, all the pleasure is 
the ritual and the oysters themselves, as opposed to the 
the shucker expertly flipping oysters from the shell into 
small dish and conversing easily on sports or the weather, 
strangers seated all around the bar with their 
crackers, and beer might well become friends.' " .. Later, 
might even be dancing in the front room. This simpler form 
entertainment in humble surroundings is given a heightened Bense 
of pleasure because of the seasonal aspect of oys ters . S 
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month~ out of the year, the oyster bar will be closed, waiting 
for Fall. In its sixty four years as a cafe and grocery, 
occasional fireworks depot, and oyster bar, the Sunny Side has 
retained its exterior and interior integrity, and its original 
unpretentious quality. 

Of the approximately sixteen oyster bars that flourished and 
perished in the eas~ern to~~s of Williamston, Plymouth, Rocky 
Mount, Tarboro, Greenville, New Bern and Wilson between 1931 and 
1950, the Sunny Side is the only one which has survived to_the 
present day. Since Theodore Roberson opened his "lunch room" 
next ,to his meat market in January 1931, the Suriny Side has been 
a convivial gathering place for local residents, and a pilgrimage· 
spot for oyster lovers from Ahoskie, Greeriville, Raleigh, 
Edenton, southeastern Virgi~ia, ,anp places further afield. 

Historical Background and Social History Context 

Oysters rapidly emerged as a gastronomic delicacy in colonial 
America. The Swedish traveler Peter Kalm wrote in 1748 of the 
exceptional quality of· oysters in Philadelphia and, 
particularly, New York City; "Oysters here are reCkoned very 
wholesome," Kalm noted, adding that "some people assured us that 
they had not fel t the least inconvenience after eating a 
considerable quantity of them (Kalm, 126).11 In Samuel Wood's 
Cries of" New-York. 1808-1814, there is mention of the "many 
oyster stands in the city, where black men are ready with some 
of the finest oysters, which they open and serve out raw from 
one to three cents a piece." 

Oyster cellars opened in the basements of Philadelphia 
townhouses, and the docks and waterfront of New York and Boston 
had their share of oyster saloons (rather than cellars) into the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Initially, 
according to John F. Watson's 1830 Annals of Philadelphia, the 
oyster cellars in that city were "entirely managed by blacks, 
and did not include gentlem~n among their visiters [sic.]" 
(Watson, 220). Nine years later, Francis J. Grund's American 
diary compares the oyster cellars in Philadelphia and New York; 
overall, Philadelphia's reputedly "elegant" cellars, he wrote, 
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-"are mostly kept by white men" and that ownership of the New 
York oyster cellars was quickly turning from African Americans 
to whites (Grund, 280).. A print of an 1830s oyster cellar in 
Philadelphia indicates these establishments were not exactly 
gent'eel. Booths alongside the front window were curtained, 
whether for privacy or anonyminity; the patrons at the oyster 
stand, all white men, appear slightly furtive and disreput~ble. 
A bar in the niche between ~he entrance and wallis run by a 
white man, but the oyster shucker is an African-American. All 
in all, it appears to be a nineteenth-century version of what 
would today be called a "dive."* 

In 1849, railroads began shipping oysters packed in ice to' 
inland cities such as Buffalo and Chicago; 'where ~here were no 
railroads, horse-drawn wagons brought oysters inland (Root, 
135). By the 1880s, hungry .. eyes were looking, south to North 
Carolina's "great Pamlico Sound, with its wonderful oyster bed" 
(Nowitzky, 206). Norfolk and Baltimore became major oyster 
processing centers, shipping'most of .. their product to northern 
cities.- According to Gary Dunbar's study of the North Carolina 
oyster industry, Virginian oystermen freely plundered the waters 
of the Pamlico for "spat" (or young oysters) in the late 1880s, 
thereby revitalizing their own oyster stocks (Dunbar, 86)., 
Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps reveal that oyster canneries and 
smaller oyster .packing houses were a dominant feature of the 
1890s and early 1900s townscapes of Beaufort, Elizabeth City, 
Morehead City, Washipgton, and New Bern, North Carolina. The 
major oyster dealer in New Bern at the end of the nineteenth 
cenfury was George Ives, a strong advocate for North Carolina's 
early oyster industry. Belhaven had the Montgomery and Makely 
packing 'house and Washington had the J. S. Farrow and Company 
Canning Factory in 1901. 

New Bern and Elizabeth- City appear to be the fir:st towns in 
North Carolina with oyster-eating establishments. Lack of firm 
documentary evidence, however, precludes definitely stating that 
.these establishments were oyster bars as known today. Raleigh 
also had establishments offering oysters in season (for health 
reasons, oysters were traditionally consumed between September 
and April) like the Moseley House at 124 Fayetteville Street in 

*A copy of this print was sent to me by Dell Upton, who did not 
list a citation; until I find out otherwise, I'm assuming it's 
from Francis Grund's Aristocracy in America. 
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the 1880s. A circa 1900 photograph of Elizabeth City's 
Episcopal Church on Fearing Street includes a sign for a nearby 
oyster saloon. In 1880, New Bern had Detrick's Restaurant and 
Billiard Parlor at the corner of Pollock and Middle ,Streets, 
which advertised "Oysters In Every Style" 'as part of its menu. 
There was also a short-lived oyster saloon at ,45 1/2 Middle 
Street in 1898, as well as oysters in season at the Norfolk and 
Southern Railroad's Lunch Room. It is possible that the other 
restaurants on Middle Str'eet below Front Street, New Bern's 
oyster and fish market center until the 1930s, were oyster bars; 
an unattributedphotograph, circa 1900, in a 19~0 New Bern tour 
guide brochure of the Middle Street docks shows a sign on the, 
west side of the dock"'lab~eled "Restaurant - - Oysters of All 
Kinds." 

The oyster saloons in New Bern and Elizabeth_City were in the 
tradition common to cities farther north such as Baltimore and 
New York. But there was a spontaneous factor, also common to 
the docks of northeastern urban centers, that prefigured the 
oyster-'eating establishments to come later in North Carolina. 
A circa 1900 photograph in the Craven County Public Liprary's 
collection shows a group of African American and white children 
thronged around a Middle Street photograph gallery - - and a' 
small African American boy, posing just in front of them with a 
tray of oysters in his hand (Acc. No. 21-23). It was then a 
common practice that oyster shuckers would profer raw and 
steamed oysters to 'passers by on the docks (Fearing, 3/95 
interview) . The informality and guilty pleasures of eating 
oysters in the open air continued in these riverside towns, 
according, to Fred Fear.ing of Elizabeth City, into the 1930s. 

This informal, spontaneous form of dockside ,dining had a 
counterpart in e~stern ~o~t~ Carolina's early twentieth­
century cafes. ,In the'1933 Beaufort County Directory, there are 
two illustrations of "sandwich shops" in Washington, NC -­
Togo's Sandwich Shoppe at Charlotte Street,and the Shore View on 
East Main Street. Togo's Sandwich Shoppe, a side-gabled, one­
story log bungalow, had a front-gable porch and two timber-frame 
outbuildings, one a pavili9n and the other an open shed with a 
chimney grill visible. The Shore View is depicted as a plain 
one- story, side-gable building with a rear shed ext_ension - - and 
an open side deck, all with' a view of the Pamlico River. 
Another similar cafe (but not illustrated) of the time in 
Washington was the Ed Hassell Cafe at South Market Street, which 
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Short orders and regular 

The~~ore Roberson's Sunny Side Inn was, although not on a river 
front, very 'much in' the spirit of . a _ less formal dining 
atmosphere in tune with the needs of a small town/rural North 
Carolina community. Roberson, listed in the 1920 U.S. Census 
Report as a forty year-old proprietor of a grocery store, 
married, and with three small children, bought a ~iact of land 
from Lovet t""e Biggs Harrison near the Skewarkey Primi ti ve Baptist 
Church in 1929, where he built a meat market (Harrison> Annie L. 
Roberson: "Deed. Martin County Register of Deeds, Book D-3, p. 
426, September 26, 1929). The stock market crash one month­
later affected Roberson, like many small .businessmen; he took 
out an ad ip the Williamston Enterprise on, December 31st, 
thanking his customers for their business 1:?ut emphasizing 
"Business conditions compel me to sell only for -- Cash Next 
Year. Ii' A little' over a year later, Roberson took out another ad 
in the Enterprise on January 27, 1931, to announce the opening 
of a "N.ew Lunch Room - Sunny Side Inn". on Thursday, January 29. 
The opening celebration was to include a, dinner of turkey, 
barbecue, brunswick stew, . and "sea foods" for seventy-five 
cents~ Deciding ,to open a lunch room could have either have 
stemmed from' a need to make ends meet for his growing family, or' 
to capitalize upon his successful grocery business. Four years 
later, Roberson is said to have added the oyster bar in an 
addition at the back of the lunch room. Roberson further 
diversified his small mercantile establishment ·by selling 
fireworks at the Sunny Side during the 1934 and 1935 Christmas 
seasons. 

Williamston residents have recalled that Theodore Roberson did 
not get his oysters from the local North Carolina markets but, 
instead, from Virginia. - -This has not ,been verified, but 
conditions of the time make it probable i in the' 1930s, the 
Virginia oyster industry, as well as its general seafood 
industry, was more sophisticated and extensive. In 1931, 
according to the U.S. Department of Commerce's 1933 Statistical 
Abstract of the United States, North Carolina's overall seafood 
harvest was approximately ,98,.000 pounds but Virginia's came to 
226,637 pounds. Norfolk and Portsmouth had seven major seafood 
wholesale distributors in 1931 and, apart· from a -1925 quarantine 
due to an outbreak of typhoid fever, the oyster industry had 
steadily grown stronger in the Virginia and Maryland area while 
the stock in New Jersey and Delaware Bay waters was attacked by 
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parasitic "oyster drills." Paul Titlow, a writer for the 
Atlantic Fisherman trade periodical,_. not~d in 1933 that 
Norfolk's "oyster shipments in a single week [in November 1933] 
from near-by packing houses .reached a total valuation of 
$50,000." (Titlow, 12) Within the industry, there was great 
concern that oyster prices remain stable "in order that those in 
the business may not show a list to the loss side", and smaller 
dealers' could remain in business (Sandusky 193"1, 9). The 
trucking industry increas'ed oyster 'sales, much i.n the way 
transporting oysters by railroad or wagon had one hundred years 
before. In ·1934 I Curtis Sandusky reported to the Atlantic 
Fisherman that "Virginia oysters, taken from beds in the. 
Rappahannock River near Ur~anna, are now being served in homes 
and restaurants in Dayton, Ohio, and it is prob.able that when 
present plans are completed, a number of trucks will be in 
constant service carrying' bivalves to cities of the Middle West" 
(Sandusky 1934, 12). 

~ article on the front page of the November 27, 1931, issue of 
the Williamston Enterprise quoted H.F. Prytherch, the Director 
of the U. S. Bureau of Fisheries' station at Beaufort, . NC, as. 
saying, "It will not be long before much of the bottoms of the 
inland waterway in this State will be planted in 0Ypters, as' 
much of the area through which it passes is admirably suited to 
oyster growing~'" Three years later 'in 1934, the Atlantic 
Fisherman reported that Prytherch's efforts to recultivate the 
North Carolina waters were well under way, but oysters from the 
small town of Belhaven were already gaining popularity; J.H. 
Ward's Market in Williamston, NC, advertised "We now have fine 
Belhaven.Oysters. They are fresh and fine," in 1932. A month 
later, the Enterprise reported on its front page that "an 
employee of George N. Baker, Belhaven oyster dealer," had been 
apprehended in Charleston, SC, for selling Baker's oysters and 
pocketing the money himsel'f: The felon was one of Baker's truck 
drivers; according to the story, he had sold nearly all the 
oysters in his shipment and abandoned the ,truck in Williamston, 
where he lIasked a worker in the cafe here to call the owner and 
tell him where the truck was." The cafe is not identified in 
the article. 

The growth of the oyster industry in N:orth Cql;Qlina and the 
popularity of informal barbecue/oyster stands spelled 
competition for the Sunny Side Inn. Its most flamboyant early 
competitor was Greenville's Yum Yum Barbecue Palace, located 
north of the Tar River Bridge on Greene Street. It would have 
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been, at that time, about an hour's drive from Williamston. On 
December 18, 1931, J . W. Clark ran an ad in the . Enterprise 
announcing. that "Cards will be thrown ~rom aeroplane Sunday, 
December ,19, on Main Street, Williamston," entitling the lucky 
recipierits' to a free airplane ride after a meal at the Yum Yum 
Palace. The menu at the Yum Yum .. consisted of "barbecue, 
brunswick stew, slaw," and "oysters all styles," and dances.were 
also held there. A competitor closer to the ·Sunny Side's 
doorstep emerged with Mickey's Place (later Mickey's Inn) in the 
fall of 1935. Mickey's Place, located on the Everett highway 
one mile from Williamston (across from Martin Community 
College), advertised itself as a "little colony" complete with 
steamed 'oysters, homemade barbecue, "drinks, and other' 
miscellaneous .items sold at modern. filling stations and lunch 
stands. 11 Tw.o years later, now advertised as Mickey I sInn, 
business ,was apparently healthy; "an unlimited supply of 
fireworks" for the Christmas and New Year's holidays was listed, 
along with "Drinks of All Kinds and DeMais Sandwiches" and, 
prominently centered, "Dancing and Oysters. II There is a 
documentary photograph of Mickey's Inn, circa 1937, in the 
Martin Community College Library collection; the building 
itself, a frame one-story, side-gable store, was modest and 
comparable in style to the Sunny Side. Another photograph in· 
the library's collection features a Williamston Gulf station 
with a small cement block rear addition with "Hot Barbecue --­
Oysters in Season 'f painted 'directly on the facade, a further 
indication of the growing popularity of oyster dining in the 
reg~on. . . 

1;'hese do~umented oyster/barbecue stands, now either gone or 
significantly altered, give a sense of what these places were 
like: small frame or concrete block structures, unpretentious 
in appearance, and often a bit tumbledown. They reveal an 
interesting dicpotomy·in the 1930s and 1940s oyster industry's 
promotion of its product. A 1934 editorial in the Atlantic 
Fisherman extolled the nutritional value of the oyster and its 
potential to become a family foodstuff on' the plateau occupied 
by chicken,' pork, or fish. On the other hand, there are the 
oyster bars and oyster/barbecue stands of eastern North Carolina 
with their advertised connotations of spicy barbecue I warm 
steamed oysters, drinks (after Prohibition was repealed), and 
dancing; while the oyster/barbecue' establfs'hments were 
frequented by respectable people and were not dens of iniquity, 
neither were they, by nature of their sensual connotations, 
considered clean family fun. 
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Between 1930 and 1954, seventeen oyster bars or oyster/barbecue 
stands have been documented in eastern North Carolina, and there 
were probably more; the fifteen 'other documented oyster bars, 
which were located in Rocky Mount, Plymouth, Williamston, 
Greenville, Wilson, Raleigh, New Bern, and Tarboro, no longer 
exist. One exception, besides the Sunny Side, is ,Cliff's Oyster 
Bar (now Cliff's Seafood Restaurant and Oyster Bar), which was 
established in the early 1950s by Clifton Whitehurst outside of 
Greenville, North Carolina. It is interesting that these 
cities are, for the most part, inland. 

The seafood restaurants in the Morehead City and Beaufort area, 
were comparati ve;Ly more sedate than these inland barbecue/ oyster 
establishments. There were' cafes comparable to Mickey's Inn or 
the Juniper ,Lodge (Plymouth, NC, 1944-1946) in the area, 
particularly Stanley's on Route 70 east of Morehead City between 
1939 and 1941. Local ordinances on the sale of beer and 
restaurants serving beer" however, indicate that the citizens of 
Beaufort and Morehead City preferred restrictions o'n alcohol. 
In 1938, Ted Garner and Tony Seamon rented an old fish house 
from Charles Wallace, an established 10ca1 fish and, oyster 
wholesale merchant on the Morehead City's waterfront, with the 
understanding that "no beer would be sold and no drinking' 
[would] take place" (Morehead City, 108). The original Sanitary 
Fish Market seated twenty people; by the 1970s, as the tourist 
industry continued to expand in the Morehead City, area, the 
restaurant's "new" building (circa 1949) east of its original 
site seated over 500 customers (ibid, 109). Captain Headen 
"Bill" Ballou, in turn, renovated an old fish house on the 
Morehead ,City waterfront in 1941 into an officer's club and, in 
1945, "Capt. Bill's Waterfront Restaurant" (ibid., 106). Unlike 
the majority of the inland oyster bars, these restaurants were 
self-sufficient in terms of seafood produce. They were also 
more conventional restaurants, which offered full meals and 
catered especially to young families. 

The Sunny Side was in the Roberson family for just over sixty 
years, except for a brief interlude in the early 1940s. On July 
2, 1943, the Williamston Enterprise announced "The Reopening of 
Sunny Side Inn, Operating Under New Managem~r:lt."; Geraldine 
Moore, the new proprietress " advertised chicken and steak 
dinners. Apparently, this venture was not very successful 
because the Sunny Side Inn metamorphosed into the "Traveler's 
Rest Cafe" just a year later. Mr. and Mrs. Mayo Matthews 
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advertised the bill of fare as including "Vegetable Dinners", 
steak, chicken, and seafood. By November 1945, however, the 
Sunny Side was either· back in the Roberson family, or back in 
the management of the Roberson family, and remained so until 
1993. In those ensuing years, C.T. Rober~on ran the oyster bar 
during the months between October to April; his other source of 
income was the C. T. Roberson Tire Company at 905 Washington 
Street, which he sold in 1977. Annie L. Roberson, Theodore 
Roberson's widow, deeded the Sunny Side property to her son, 
C.T., in 1964 (Roberson>Roberson: Deed, Martin County Register 
of Deeds, Book R-7, page 152, October 22, 1964). In 1993, the 
Robersons leased the Sunny Side to a group of local investors,. 
who· have carefully restqred the. exterior and sensitively 
rehabilitated ·the interior. 

The Sunny Side Oyster Bar's survival as ·a business and 
distinctive example of. an early twentieth-century cafe and 
oyster bar is due largely. to the tenacity of both the Robersons 
qnd the loyal following the Sunny Side acquired over the years, 
who have appreciated the original simple finish and furniture of 
the place and have, by their patronage, ensured that it. remain 
thus. But the Sunny Side Oyster Bar I s survival is 
remarkable,because of both the transient nature of oyster bars· 
and oyster/barbecue stands and because of the conscribed season 
that is peculiar to oyster bars, which makes it a unique and not 
always lucrative business. 
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Architectural Context 

The Sunny Side Oyster Bar (historically known as the Sunny Side 
Inn) is the only one of seventeen known or documented oyster'· 
bars/barbecue-oyster bar establishments built in eastern NC between 
1930 and 1955 that has continuously been a cafe/oyster bar. It is 
only one of three known buildings that has retained its original 
exterior and interior appearance. There is enough documentation, 
among photographs, directory citations, newspaper articles, town 
maps, and ora! histories, to piece together an approximation of the. 
material and form of these early-to-mid-twentieth century oyster 
bars and the Sunny Side Oyster Bar's place in. this family of 
buildings. This approximation will not be identical to the Sunny 
Side, but it will be close enough to validate how the Sunny Side is 
part of this picture -- and possibly-the lone survivor of an.early 
twentieth-century authentic small-town oyster bar in coastal North 
Carotina. 

The locations of oyster bars have contribut'ed to their being 
difficult to document. Many of the known oyster bars or oyster 
bar/barbecue restaurants built during this period were located' 
outside of town limits. This may have been one reason why beer and 
wine were available at them, and, conversely, that their location 
could have been deliberate. The following is a list of oyster bars 
in the area located ou~side of the respective town limits: 

Sunny Side'Oyster Bar* 

Mickey's Inn* 

Juniper Lodge 

Respess Barbecue* 

Cliff's Oyster Bar* 

Port Terminal Inn 

Williamston, NC 

Williamston, NC 

. Plymouth, NC 

Greenville, NC 

Greenville, NC 

Greenville, NC 

near Hwy. 17 [1931] 

on Everetts Hwy [1935] 

Hwy 64,' e. of town 
[1944-46] 

Greene St., over 
Tar River bridge 

[1930-1960s] 

Hwy .. ,,264, 
town [1953] 

e. of 

Hwy. 264, e. of town 
[1947-1949] 
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Dixie Inn 

Stanl~Y's.Cafe Morehead CitY,NC 

Purifoy's Oyster Bar Rocky Mt., NC 

*= Buildings are still standing 

Sunny Side ,Inn 
Martin , N.C. 

Jct. Routes 22 and 40 

[1931] 

Hwy 70, w. of Morehead 
City [1939-41] 

1333 Tarboro Street 
[1950-1963] 

An additional oyster bar, now demolished, was in 'the Greenville, 
North Carolina, city limits -- the Oyster Hous~ at 101 Short Street 
(1944-1946), which was briefly May's Oyster House in the late 
195ps. Citations exist in the Greenville City Directories, the 
Daily Reflector (Greenville, NC), and there are _document~ry 
photographs of the building/s in the 1960s as well as documentation 
from the Sanborn City Maps. 

Of these building complexes, most ,apparently originally had their 
oyster bars separate from their other eating facilities. The 
original Mickey's Inn complex, operated by S.J. Dickson in the 
1940s, was located on the north side of what is now Highway 13-64, 
about one and a half miles west of the Highway 17 junction. Three 
of the surviving buildings include the gas station/cafe, facing 
Highway 13-64; the Dickson's house, a small frame single-pile two­
story simple Craftsman side gable with a one-story rear ell; and 
the oyster bar, now rehabilitated into a residence but still 
retaining its origipal fraIp.e ~x;terior (front-gable', three-bay, one­
story vernacular Craftsman cottage), interior brick flue, six-over­
two, and four-light windows. The rear shed ell,is thought to be 
original, and where the oysters were stored ,and possibly steamed. 
There are sti+l mounds of oyster shells around the lot. There is 
also a 1946 record of the Virginia Electric and Power Company (VEP 
CO) 's easement with the Dick$ons to construct a pole line on the 
Mickey's Inn property. This' easement describes the lot as 

'containing "one store, one residence, and one oyst.er, bar." A 
photograph, not dated (but apparently pre-1945), in the Francis 
Ma~ning Collection at Martin Community College shows the Mickey's 
Inn Complex -- the residence, the store just barely, and two of the 
tourist cabins that were on site in the 1930s. Unfortunately, a 
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car is blocking the oyster bar, but a large wooden sign where the 
bar was apparently reads "OYSTERS". 

Another oyster bar was located _at the_ Respess Brothers Barbecue 
Restaurant and Oyster Bar (now Pirates I Galley) in Greenville, 
between the 1930s and 1960s. The former Respess Brothers' 
restaurant was originally the Yum-Yum Barbecue Palace in 1930-1931. 
It is not known how the Yum- Yum actually lQQkeo.. . The earliest 
documentary photograph of the· Respess Brothers Restaurant found to 
date ·is from 1960, and shows the building much as it appears today: 
a long concrete block side gable building with a· center entrance 
sheltered by an attached hipped-roof porch supported by two posts. 
over piers. A closer inspection reveals that, on either side of 
the porch, the building appears to be different; on the south side 
are three paired one-over-one sash windows, but ·on the north side, 
which has a side entrance, the three windows are nine-light metal _.:. 
casement windows. Greenville natives who went to Respess in the 
1940s and 1950s have recalled that they entered the building at the 
sid.e entrance, and the .oyster bar was to th"e left, upon ent~r~_ng 
(Howard, 1995). 

From this documentation, it can be deduced that the rear oyster bar 
at the Sunny Side Inn (later the Sunny Side Oyster Bar) was the' 
normal practice, if the oyster bar itself was not detached 
altogether. It "ca"n also be. deduced· that these establishments 
tended to be simple, straightforward, frame or block early-to­
middle twentieth-century structures with little exterior or 
interior decoration that were generally located on the edge of 
town, if not out in the country. That the Sunny Side is incredibly 
well-preserved and intact when so many of these once-popular 
restaurants are no longer in existence makes it, truly, a rare 
example of this early twentieth-century eating establishment. 
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Urban. documented oyster bars in eastern North Carolina are, as 
follows: 

Detrick's Restaurant 
[1880] 

··Union Station 
,[1-8808] 

"oyster saloon" 
[1898] 

"oyster saloon" 
[1900] 

Railroad Lunch Room 
[1908] 

John B. Watson 
[1920-21] 

Ed Hassell Cafe 
[1930] 

Bee Jay Oyster Bar 
[1937] 

Bowden's Oyster Bar 
[19~7] 

Beacon Oyster Bar 
[1937] 

Bowden's Oyster Bar 
[1941] 

Hamilton's Cafe 
[1941] 
wainwright Cafe 
[1948] 

Dixie Inn, Inc. 
[1950s] 

New Bern, NC 

New Bern, NC-

New Bern, NC 

New .Bern, NC 

New Bern, NC 

New Bern, NC 

Washington, NC 

New Bern, NC 

New Bern, NC 

New Bern, NC 

New Bern, NC 

New Bern, NC 

Gree"nville, NC 

Raleigh, NC 

. Pollock & Middle 

45 1/2 Middle St. 

.Middle St., W. side 

N&S Passenger Station 

2 Middle Street 

S. Market Street 

73 Broad Street 

27 Middle Street 

not known 

46 Middle St. 

S. Front St. at Trent 
River Bridge 

1906 Dickinson Ave. 

3625 Hillsborough St. 
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It is not known if any of these urban buildin'gs are still standing 
or are still recognizabl~ as oyster bars or restaurants with oyster 

·bars. 
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Verbal Boundary Description 

The boundaries for the Sunny Side Oyster Bar are as drawn on the attached survey 
plat of the property p~epared for William L. and Ann T. Ritter by Roanoke Land 
Surveying in August, 1993. ("Tract I" on survey plat). 

North: S 58°33'01"E 
South: N 59°'10' 52" W 
East: S 36°32'12"W 
West: N 33°07'14"E 

Tract I is bordered on its north side by "Tract II", an undeveloped lot; on its 
south side by Nancy-R. Lilley's property; oh its east by pr6p~rty belonging to 
the Motor Inns of Carolina; and on its west by 'Washington Street . 

. ~oundaryJustification 

'The above boundaries listed encompass all of the lot historically 
associated with the Sunny Side IOO. 
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A PHI LADELPHIA OYSTER CELLAR, c. 1830 
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SUNNY SIDE INN 
Martin County, NC 
(Exhibit F) 
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SUNNY SIDE INN 
Martin County, NC 
(Exhibit A) 






