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Wild-caught blue crab and shrimp rank among Galveston Bay’s sweetest treasures
WORDS AND PHOTOS BY SUSAN EBERT

ove the allure of spiced, steamed blue crabs glistening
in butter, or of silky-sweet, delicate lump crabmeat
spilling out of a stuffed flounder? You’re not alone;
crab consistently scores high among the most popular seafoods in the U.S., according to the National
Marine Fisheries Service.
Succulent shrimp reign supreme as America’s No. 1 favorite,
though: We eat ’em icy-cold with cocktail sauce, bacon-wrapped
and grilled, swathed in butter over pasta and deep-fried and piled
high on po’ boys. We boil, broil, sauté, poach and steam them;
we fold them into gumbos and étouffées to the tune of nearly 12
billion pounds of shrimp per year in the U.S.—about 3.6 pounds
per person.
We’re fortunate to be Houstonians. The star of the Lone Star
shrimp and crab fisheries is none other than our own Galveston
Bay, with roughly a third of the state’s annual landings for these
delectable crustaceans. And although the volume of shrimp and
crab landings has declined somewhat, it remains a robust economic factor: In 2013, Texas shrimpers landed 49 million pounds
of brown shrimp and nearly 22 million pounds of white shrimp,
and Texas crabbers landed nearly 2 million pounds of blue crabs
with a combined ex-vessel value (what’s received by the boat captain at the dock) of more than $227 million.
The shrimp and crab may change hands several more times
before ultimately arriving on your plate, supporting families and
communities along the way, all of whom depend upon these fragile creatures for their livelihood, and who have a vested interest in
keeping Galveston Bay’s fisheries productive.

L

LIFE’S TOUGH OUT THERE
Looking at the life cycles of these tasty crustaceans, it’s amazing
that enough survive to maturity to maintain this fishery’s sustainability.
Of the 13 types of shrimp biologists have identified in Galveston Bay, brown shrimp and white shrimp constitute what’s called
“table shrimp,” and have similar life cycles. In fall, white shrimp
migrate to the open Gulf to spawn, with each female releasing up to
1 million eggs that are open-fertilized by the males. The eggs hatch

The St. Vincent hauling in a catch
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within 24 hours and, as the tides and currents carry the developing
shrimp shoreward, they pass through several larval phases as they
drift into Galveston Bay, at which point they are one-quarter inch
long, transparent and shrimp-like in appearance.
They’ll float on the currents into the protected estuaries, where
fresh water from the Trinity, San Jacinto and various smaller tributaries deliver nutrients and create the low-salinity environment
that young, developing shrimp need. They’ll hide among the
marsh grasses to
evade predators.
THE SHRIMP AND CRAB
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BAY’S FISHERIES
Ca llinectes
sapidus … even
PRODUCTIVE.
its scientific name
is pure poetry: Callinectes being Greek for “beautiful swimmer”
and sapidus the Latin term for “savory.” What an artfully appropriate name for the blue crab, and what a fascinating creature it is!
A young female crab, referred to as a “sally,” will mate only
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once in her life, storing the male crab’s sperm in a specialized organ
until she migrates to the mouth of a bay, where she will fertilize her
eggs in the saltier water. Males, called “jimmys,” do not migrate.
The future of the next generation’s crabs rests in the hands—ahem,
claws—of the mature females, called “sooks.”
The now egg-laden female, in this stage called a berry crab or sponge
crab, will take advantage of the incoming tides at the mouth of the bay
to carry the developing larvae into the shallow nursery habitat along
the shorelines and tributaries. She’ll produce several more sponges of
several million eggs each year for the next few years, fertilizing all of
them from that one original mating and moving through the estuary,
bay and open Gulf and back again each time to take advantage of
differing salinity levels needed for the survival of her young. The larvae
pass through several stages, becoming immature crabs in about two
months, and serve as a food source for jellyfish, finfish, turtles, herons,
egrets, raccoons and one of Texas’ most celebrated winter residents, the
endangered whooping crane. Out of the tens of millions of eggs laid by
a female crab, only one or two crabs will live to maturity.
Oh, and the jimmys? Life’s not quite so rough as it is for the gals:
Their biological imperative calls for them to remain in the tributaries—eating, loafing and being available to mate.

LET’S GO CRABBING!
“Chicken-necking”—catching crabs by dangling a chicken neck on
a string in the water—marks many a child’s initiation into saltwater
fishing. When my children were young, they’d clamor for me to
wheel in to the local grocery for a bag of chicken necks as soon as we
arrived at the coast. Often, before I’d finished unloading my truck
they would have tied a string around a chicken neck, dangled it off
the dock and poised the dip net at the ready. Team chicken-necking
takes patience and cooperation, as one person
has to slowly maneuver the crab that’s taken
82-year-old shrimper
hold of the chicken neck, as the other person
Jerome Kunz

Susan Ebert in a pirogue
checking her crab traps
(photo by husband
Shannon Tompkins)

scoops up the now-angry little fellow with the crab net.
I still have a penchant for chicken-necking, especially when youngsters are around. Their excitement and joyous laughter burnishes the
memories of long-past sun-glazed summers with my tow-headed son
and daughter, all of us staring intently into the water as one child
dangles a chicken neck and the other handles the net.
Today, though, I mostly rely on crab traps so I can fish while the
baited trap does the work. When the bite ebbs, I’ll paddle a pirogue
around the marsh to gather up the crab traps, releasing the females as I
go, in hopes that our bays hold blue crabs for many generations to come.
As fragile—and delicious—as these crustaceans are, I know that
you, like me, want to give blue crabs a fighting chance by seeing that
the females survive. So how do you tell the difference? Look at the
crab’s abdomen: A jimmy has a center plate that’s long and narrow,
resembling the Washington monument in shape, and a sally or sook
has a center plate that’s short and squat, resembling the Capitol dome.
Recreational crabbers need a valid fishing license with a saltwater endorsement, and may take an unlimited number of crabs that measure at
least five inches across the widest part of the body. For commercial crabbers, it’s a limited-entry fishery—meaning that Texas Parks and Wildlife
regulates the number of commercial licenses to protect the resource
from over-harvesting.
TPWD also requires
that crab traps have
escape rings and biodegradable panels to
prevent what’s called
“derelict fishing” by
traps that have been
abandoned or lost.
In addition, the yearround commercial
season closes for three
weeks each February
for the annual CrabTrap Cleanup, where
volunteers gather
abandoned traps to
prevent them from
killing crabs, fish and
other aquatic life and from becoming navigational hazards.

FOLLOW THAT SHRIMP!
It’s 4:30am and I’m strolling down Galveston’s
Pier 19, peering at shrimp boat names in the
predawn … ahhh, the St. Vincent; that’s it!
I’m the guest this morning of father-and-son
shrimpers Jerome and Booney Kunz, who
greet me as I step aboard. We’re soon under
way, joining the flotilla of shrimp boats heading out from the harbor into the bay.
Shrimp season has just reopened following a 60-day annual closure—Texas being
the only state to close offshore waters to commercial shrimping to allow the maturation of
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RECREATIONAL CRABBERS NEED A VALID FISHING LICENSE WITH A
SALTWATER ENDORSEMENT, AND MAY TAKE AN UNLIMITED NUMBER
OF CRABS THAT MEASURE AT LEAST FIVE INCHES ACROSS THE
WIDEST PART OF THE BODY. FOR COMMERCIAL CRABBERS, IT’S A
LIMITED-ENTRY FISHERY—MEANING THAT TEXAS PARKS AND
WILDLIFE REGULATES THE NUMBER OF COMMERCIAL LICENSES TO
PROTECT THE RESOURCE FROM OVER-HARVESTING.
ediblehouston.com
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Milton Sampson of Sampson &
shrimp license buy-back program to
Sons Seafood with fresh caught
cap the number of shrimpers plying
brown shrimp.
our prolific bays. As of 2014, TPWD
has bought back 2,145 commercial
shrimp licenses to the tune of $14.2 million, reducing the number of
shrimpers by a full two-thirds since the 1995 count of 3,231 commercial licenses. Of course, one can still seine or cast-net shrimp in Texas
for personal use, year round, with a valid fishing license and saltwater
endorsement.
Back at Pier 19, the seafood markets are bustling, with Sampson &
Sons and the adjacent Katie’s Seafood loading in and icing down the
morning’s fresh catch.
“My grandfather opened this market shortly after arriving in
Galveston in the early 1900s,” Milton Sampson tells me as he stacks
bins holding the morning’s catch of blue crabs. “He had emigrated
from the Ukraine to escape the persecution of Jews, and taught himself the trade. I learned the business from my dad, and I still love it
every day. My son may or may not follow me into this business; that
will be his choice.”
Weekends are particularly brisk, with both day-trippers and cruise
vacationers stopping in for fresh seafood. Katie’s Seafood, arguably
Galveston Bay’s leading fresh seafood wholesaler, operates a retail shop
next door.

I “follow that shrimp” from Katie’s to one of the restaurants
it supplies, BLVD. Seafood, a hip update of a former cinder-blockconstructed convenience store on the Galveston Seawall that just
opened shortly after Memorial Day. On the menu, owner-chef Mike
Dean touts his commitment to locally sourced seafood from both
Katie’s Seafood and the Galveston Island Shrimp Company. While
the higher-priced local fresh seafood might be more the norm at restaurants on the tonier Strand—including Dean’s own establishment,
Yaga’s—it’s the exception rather than the norm on the Seawall side,
where cheaper eateries proliferate to serve beach-goers. I later ask Dean
how his 3-month-old restaurant is faring.
“It was a calculated risk,” Dean admits. “But I’ve lived here all my
life, and I wanted to bring back a bit of the grandeur of the Boulevard,
which is what this was called before it became known as the Seawall.
The response has been great. Folks want to be able to come to Galveston and eat fresh, local seafood and they’re willing to pay a higher
price for that.”
I can vouch for that: The perfectly grilled plump shrimp—crowning
my BLVD. house salad of fresh local greens, spiced pecans, feta and
strawberries, and shimmering in a gossamer glaze of fig sugarcane vinaigrette—most likely passed me in Galveston Bay that very morning.
Other Galveston restaurants serving fresh-from-the-bay shrimp
and crab range from the venerable Gaido’s (established in 1911) and
the elegant Galvez Hotel to the brilliantly executed fare at Shrimp
’N Stuff and Jimmy’s on the Pier, a farm-to-table restaurant run by
restaurateurs Jimmy and Kelli McClure, who supplement their establishment’s fresh seafood with produce from their organic farm on the
Island’s West End.
And as much shrimp as Dean might go through at the BLVD. and
Yaga’s, he’ll place a ginormous order for his Galveston Shrimp Festival, Sept. 25–27. “Last year, we went through well over 10,000 pounds
of shrimp,” he says, “with 13 pro teams and 48 amateur ones. I expect
it will be at least that this year.”
Dean launched the Galveston Shrimp Festival after Hurricane Ike.
“I thought of things Galveston didn’t have, but should,” he says. He
patterned the Shrimp Festival after his successful Wild Game Cookoff, which he started in 1994; to date, his company, Yaga Presents,
has contributed more than $1.2 million to Galveston County’s children’s charities.
For folks such as these, from father-and-son shrimpers plying their
nets, to the three generations who have run Sampson & Sons Seafood,
to the restaurateur who pays it forward to the local children’s charities, to the coastal biologists who dedicate their careers to assuring a
sustainable future for these crustaceans, to those of us who love dining on them, the humble shrimp and crab do far more than fuel a
multimillion-dollar fishery.
They bind us, and the families who bring them to us, to Galveston
Bay; they give us a deeper appreciation of the bountiful resource at
our doorstep; and they instill in us the desire to cherish, protect and
conserve this valuable resource.

Susan L. Ebert contributes to Texas Sporting Journal and Sporting Classics
magazines, and writes about wild game and fish cookery for the Houston
Chronicle. Her book Field to Table: Hunting, Fishing, Foraging & Gardening
will be published by Rizzoli New York in March 2016.
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juvenile shrimp before reopening the season each
year—so the harbor’s bustling. My plan today
is to follow shrimp from the boat to the kitchen
and, ultimately, to the plate.
Unlike most of the other boats, which head
out into the Gulf, the St. Vincent remains in the
bay. Jerome, who started shrimping with his father
when he was 10, transitioned to the lucrative live
bait shrimp business when the influx of cheap
imported shrimp depressed prices. He’s 82 now,
and has been shrimping almost daily for 72 years,
he tells me.
“Retirement’s not for me,” says Jerome. “I
don’t know what I would do with myself. I like
being out on the water every morning.”
“Dad does take off for Christmas and Easter,
though,” chuckles Booney, the eldest of Jerome’s
10 children, and a recent UTMB-Galveston
retiree.
The brown shrimp larvae from the spring
spawn got washed out from the estuaries with
Memorial Day floods, they tell me. It’s yet to be
determined whether they’ll show up late, or not
at all; time will tell.
After about a 20-minute trawl, Jerome begins
hauling in the catch, which he and Booney rapidly sort to get the shrimp into their large circulating water tank as quickly as possible. Male crabs
go in a bucket—another of Jerome’s sons is arriving from New York today and wants a fresh crab
supper—and the females get shuttled overboard.
The small finfish, mostly menhaden, provide a
feast for the gathering seagulls and pelicans as
they and the rest of the bycatch get rinsed back into the bay through
openings at the back of the deck. The St. Vincent will complete several
more trawls before heading back to the harbor before 9am.
Except for the effort that goes into keeping the shrimp alive on the
boat throughout the morning and at the dock until they are sold, the
process for table shrimp is pretty much the same as for bait shrimp.
The trawls have wing nets that meet in the middle in a cone-shaped
net, which is lowered and dragged behind the boat. When the shrimper pulls up the net, the doors on the wing nets fall open, allowing him
to deposit the catch in a holding tank or directly onto the deck. Nets
are required by federal law to be outfitted with turtle-excluder devices
(TEDs), to lessen bycatch mortality. While bycatch ratios could still
be improved, and the damage that trawls do to the benthic zone (critters on the bay floor) could be lessened, wild-caught U.S. shrimp still
earns the most points for sustainability when responsibly caught.
Most of these shrimp trawls are pretty ancient, but a bright spot
in the industry is Environmental Trawling Solutions Inc., which has
a U.S. patent pending for its state-of-the-art Wing Trawling System,
now being testing in the Gulf of Mexico. The Wing Trawling System
uses 50% less fuel by reducing drag and also cuts bycatch in half, releasing fish before they’re boated. It’s designed to float 18 inches above
the bay bottom, leaving the benthic zone undisturbed.
In 1996, TPWD created an innovative voluntary commercial

Bryan Caswell
To the rest of the nation,
the face of Houston’s seafood restaurants may well
be Bryan Caswell’s. He’s
competed on Iron Chef, and
been nominated twice for
the James Beard Award for
Best Southwest Chef. His restaurant Reef, named the No.
1 seafood restaurant in the
U.S. by Bon Appétit magazine, serves 93 different species of Gulf seafood, with the
nimble Caswell changing
his menu daily, based upon
that morning selection from
among his preferred purveyors. When I ask him what
“sustainable seafood” means
to him, he answers quickly.
“It’s personal,” he says. “I
grew up fishing the Texas
coast with my dad. I want
these fisheries to be here for
my children and grandchildren.”
Caswell’s perspective is
a unique one, as a native
Houstonian with an insider’s
view of both the recreational
and commercial sides of
the fishery. He first became
active in the Youth Coastal
Conservation Association
as a child and is a lifelong
recreational angler, running
his Grady White 306 Bimini
offshore boat and his Parker
Big Bay inshore boat out
of Freeport as often as his
hectic schedule allows. “I

can launch at dawn, fish and
get back before the restaurant opens,” he says with his
characteristic impish grin.
Through Reef—along with
his and partner Bill Floyd’s
other restaurants Little Bigs,
El Real and Jackson Street
BBQ—he also interfaces
with the commercial fishery
on a daily basis.
In 2013, Caswell served as
a moderator in a meeting
between a dozen prominent chefs and commercial
fisherman sponsored by the
Gulf of Mexico Foundation
to facilitate better communication between chefs and
fishermen.
“As chefs, we let the commercial fishermen know that
we would have no problem
paying more for seafood, if
we knew it was the seafood
we wanted, and the quality
we demand,” he says. “We
also want to see bycatch
better utilized, and better
efforts made to protect the
environment. We want our
bays and our fisheries to be
healthy—sustainably so—
for generations to come.”
After all, Caswell has
an angler-in-training. His
youngest child, nearly yearold Jennings, is already a seasoned salt, having made his
inaugural offshore voyage at
the ripe old age of 6 months.
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Lone Star Foodservice is committed to
delivering the finest cuts of natural beef,
pork and lamb to discerning chefs across Texas.
As a silent partner to our chefs, we are an
innovative resource for their emerging needs.

SUSAN EBERT’S
STEAMED CRABS
If you don’t have a crab-steaming pot, a 32-quart
tamale steamer makes a dandy stand-in for 2 dozen or fewer crabs. Alternatively, you can use 3 or
4 empty 6-ounce juice cans placed in the bottom
of a large water bath canner to raise the canner’s
rack up high enough that the water doesn’t reach
the crabs.

Windy Bar Ranch
Stonewall, Texas

Austin | Dallas | Fort Worth | Houston | San Antonio

Serves ???

Executive Chef
Camden Stuerzenberger,
Fork & Vine

2
bottles locally brewed beer, your choice
1
cup white vinegar
1
tablespoon peppercorns
6
cloves garlic, peeled and smashed
4
bay leaves
2
dozen live male blue crabs
1½ cups Chesapeake Bay Seasoning (recipe follows), divided
2
tablespoons sea salt
1
cup butter, melted
Combine the beer, vinegar, peppercorns, garlic
and bay leaves with 6 cups of water in the bottom of a 32-quart tamale steamer or water bath
canner with a rack about 4 inches up from the
bottom over high heat. Place the live crabs in the
freezer until the water comes to a boil: They’ll be
easier to handle and less likely to fight.
Reserve ½ cup of Chesapeake Bay seasoning to
serve at the table, and mix the salt into the remaining cup. When the water boils, place a layer
of 6 crabs right-side up in the pot, and sprinkle
with ¼ cup seasoning. Continue layering the remaining crabs and seasoning, ending with the
fourth layer. Cover and steam for 25 minutes.
Remove the pot from the heat source, and let it
cool, uncovered, for 10 to 15 minutes. Lift out the
steaming basket or canning rack and transfer the
crabs to a table covered with butcher’s paper or
newspaper. Pass around the melted butter and
the reserved seasoning.
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CHESAPEAKE BAY
SEASONING
I make this recipe and store it in a 48-ounce plastic rice container; it allows enough headroom to
shake up the herbs and spices, plus has a wide
mouth and tightly fitting screw-on top
Yields about 1½ cups

½
¼
¼
2
2
2
2
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cup bay leaves, crumbled
cup yellow mustard seeds
cup celery seeds
tablespoons peppercorns
teaspoons red pepper flakes
tablespoons allspice berries
teaspoons ginger

2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1

teaspoons cayenne
teaspoons smoked paprika
teaspoons sweet paprika
teaspoons white pepper
teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg
teaspoon ground cloves
teaspoon cardamom
teaspoon Saigon cinnamon

Interested in joining Lone Star?
Contact hr@lonestarfood.com
Monday – Friday Delivery | 512.646.6218

Rice Village

Grind the bay leaves, mustard seed, celery seed,
peppercorns, red pepper flakes and allspice berries in a spice mill, or a repurposed coffee grinder.
Combine with the remaining ingredients and
store in an airtight container in a cool, dry place
for up to 1 year.
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