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MATTITUCK—"It's not
natues way said in
King, as he cradled a
female lobster in the sun
light. The underside of her
red-blue carapace, glistening with seawateceered with clumps
of eggs or “berrfeis lobsterman lingdut, accading to Mt King,
this lobster was too small and toong to be making egg$o‘ime,
this is wong,” he said. t#& wouldit need to beapioducing if adults
were epoducing.”
Mr. King, founding pesident of the Longland Lobstermisn

chix in the sound
The past and fuauof Longsland lobster

0 sea

weil

8.8 million in 1996, beferit began
a swift decline.\Bast gay lobster
men pulled just 607,000 pounds
from the Sund.

“When this was going egit
guns in the 1980s,exyone could catch lobsters,”. Ming said. le
watched father and son (or husband and wife) teams with a sing
boat beeplacedpfleets with hizd cews. And, as in other EasidE
industries, the cost of doing business, ipushing lobstermen te fur
ther incease their catches1B80, Mr King needed to catch 250 to
300 pounds of lobsters to pay higpty taxes.Today he must pull

Association and advisor to countless state and federal marine commig four times that amount. ¢Svhat does that do to tresouce?” he

sions, is seasoned at putting this situation in layerams. What if
you visited a ton whee thee were no adults and no elderly people
and all of the 14ear-old girls e pegnant?” he askedlVduldrit

you think something wasamg?”

If anyone would knw, it's Mr. King, who has been pulling lobster
pots fom Long $land 8und for @er four decades, longer than any
one else.® Mr. King is pobably the most unpopular fisherman in
the fleet. Btly because he integts undersirl lobsters,educed
catches, and sudden oa#iks of shebhtras signs that the Lostahd
lobster is under siege.

“It's not just take alby can and the hell with tomown” he said,
punching a small v-shaped notch in the I&bsadr Rit of a po-
gram to inazase the number agpoducing females, the notch
should potect her for life. MiKing continued, still turning the lob
ster in his hand,t'$ not mine.tls not purs. t's for the next genera
tion.” He thiew it back into the water

THE DIEOFF

In 1999, the Longsland 8unds lobster population suéfidmwhat many
reseahers calleda“pefect storrh of insults. An unusually hoear
pushed water temperasitavads the maximum that the American
lobste—Homus americantise big-claed species et apund the
world—can handle. A series of hurricanes not @yrelmed septic
systems and dumped rawegge into the watéut also med the warm
suface waters into the cool bottom watersewbbsters findefuge.
Heavy spraying of insecticides to aldMest Nle vilus in and aund
the Sund didrt help either(Lobsters steamany characteristics with
insects andeapaticularly susceptible to insecticides.)

By the fall, fishermener egularly pulling up empty traps, and
dead lobstersere washing up on skoiVany ver infected with a
shell-eating parasite that hacenéeen seen befofThey vere just
getting seessed in ey which way said Kim MKowan, a biologist

asked

Many lobstermen consider such die-off®ptre natural ebb and
flow of ocean life, but MKing isft so complacent. & had an
oppotunity to see asoute befar it was eemsed,” he saidh fact,
when he first st@d setting pots in Longldand Sund, the biggest
“jumbad’ he caught was just under 9 pountise (typical @staurant
lobster wighs one to two pounds.).Ming points to a 1896taile
from theBulletin of the U.Sidheries Commissigrirancis Herrick
titted “The American lobster: A study of its habits aredogenent,”
that quotes Bv Hawen fishmongers complaining tha ao moe
15- or 16-pound lobsters in theugd. “Dorit tell me Longdland
cart grow big lobsters,” he said, raising bisev There ae no big
lobsters because ae catching them beéothey get big.”

A POT THAT CAUGHT SOME LOBSTERS
In nearly 60 feet of water beén Longdland and Connecticut, and
in view of the 8oreham nuclear per plant, MrKing hoisted a leb
ster trap out of the water and onto the rail of his boawy tNee’s
a pot that caught some lobsters,” he said, betrayirgvhimdland
roots ly pronouncing fot,” “caught,” and “lobstérso that they
rhyme. Think of the wad “law’ as the first syllable of “lobS)dre
wore standakissue lobstermen gear: an orange alodl wilskin
apon and bright blueubber glees. A long-billed capgpected his
ruddy Fish complexion, gered his apped ed hair and shaded his
bright blue egs. A66, with a compact, muscular build, he looks a
decade or twamwunger

He opened a door on the top of the metal lirapntained half a
dozn lobsters, the of which are olviously undersizl and thown
back. Mr King picked up theemaining ones and used a carapace
gage to measuthe distance beten the eysocket and the staf
the tail. f it's 3 ¥s inches,sta keepéfle slotted the keepers into cups
on a homemade “banding station,” whireir claws @rneatly

who studies lobsters, horseshoe crabs and blue claw crabs as headxposed, and wieehe will put ubber bandswer the closed claws

the costacean unit with the e York Sate Depatment of
Environmental Conseation. Acoding to statisticsdm the New
York Sate DEC, lobster catches in ther&l surged tbughout the
1980s, encouraging redishers to join the fleet and encouraging all
lobstermen to add traf$e number of traps in Longldnd Sund
ballooned fyrm 30,000 in 1980 to 348,000 in 1999.6Dthe same
period, the haul of lobsters jumpenfd12,000 pounds in 1980 to

while he winches up the next trap

Once the trap was emptr. King eplenished the bait, slezing
hunks of bunker and fluke skeletons and hanging thana fstring =
on the inside of the cagaMgll give them the seafood plattére
joked.) He turned on his engine, sdrto mee his drifting boat
along his line of bys, pushed the traper the side of the boat an
once the line was nearly all uncoileshpird the buooverboad.

PhotograpiBrian Halwe
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I's a quickautine he mightepeat 150 times in a dayoking
from five in the morning until tlee in the afternoon.dd done it on
spectacular spring days whées siounded B rainbevs, and in
Januay Noreasters when 50-mile-per-hour windsbéwving icy
wa\es oer his bar and he wishes he sthyiome. “| still get a kick
out of the first pot,” he said\Mhen | told my high school guidance
counselor | wanted to be a fisherman, he took one look at me andwooden traps that used to be the inglustandat. “If you didri

said, "gure just a hopelessmantic.Youll never make a living fish
ing’ To this dayl still think he was an asshole for not encouraging
me.”

NO RESTRAINTS

Mr. King got his first taste of lobstering asuag bg, when he
would go out with his father and mother who fished together in
Rhode $land. After seéing on a submarine ineN London, Mr

King returned home to join theoswled Connecticut fisherOne
fateful dayhe entued south to explerthe Nrth Shore of Long
Island. 1 was completely emptiie said. There were plenty of lob
sters, and almost no one setting traps for thems kb good ne.”

Four decades after virgg to Mattituck, Mr King is a keystone in

this harbor communityvaving to enryone on the sheras he motors
through Mattituck Geek into the @ind. Bit hés no longer got a eor
ner on the lobster niat. Bfoe the 1999 collapse, 24 boats cellect
ed lobster traps out ofatituck, with smaller fleets out of Miné
and Prt Xefferson.

And the number of boats'isll that has changed. Consider the

take them in and paint themeey winter the worms would eat
them up” Mr. King said. “Lazy fishermen would fglltiee way
side."Todaysvinyl-coated metal trapg ¢ighter and last longer with
less maintenance.

“Lobstermen used to lawuilt-in estraints,” he added.
Mechanical winches bagplaced lobstermen pulling up their traps
by hand, and traps ancldrin stackseupulled up seval at a time.
Radar and global positioning systems keglaced compass and
clock, and alle fishermen to find their traps on foggy daysah y
round, global m&et also means tkds always a demand for lobsters.
(Mr. King primarily sells his lobsterstaud ®afood, one of the last
local distributors, and occasional friends and neighbors.)

For Mr. King, the debate aboutedishing is ma philosophical
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HOW TO CALL A LOBSTER?

A henis a female lobstércockis a male.

Berriesar lobster eggs. (&Rggeiis a berried lobster
Chix are one pounders.

Selectswveigh ¥ to two pounds

Jumbosare larger than two pounds.

Shorts or snappersite belav legal se

Culls are lobsters with one claw

Pistolsor powder honshae no claws.

Rubber lobstersalso calledllo-lobster®r rags hawe just shed
their shells and theirweshells han't hadened.

than economic. “Call me old-fashioned, but It dare what gur
bottom line is,” he said. 84 much do gu need?” After the die;off
Long kland lobstermeraeied federal compensation for their loss
of income. MrKing emembers with some disgust one anxious lob
sterman at a compensation hearing who askeldehwas going to
make the payments on hisvrmaotor home. MrKing efused his

because it dve many lobstermen out of busined&\e got the
oppotunity now to cut back on some of these traps. | seevary
coming.” Rcentlyhe has pulled up seal traps that each contained
four keepersThe lobsters armoe aggrssig than in pevious
years—biting each other or locking claws, all signs of(Riger
largely to MrKings effors to estoe and potect vetlands inecent
years, as gaof his ple as a ten trustee for @ithold, Mattituck
Creek was open for shellfishing all of &egtfgr the first time in
years.) “I think ther could be a good fuéufor pung lobstermen.
Theyre just going to havsome seriousstraints on themt Wworit
be a fee-for-all.”

Back on she, his wife met his boat at the dock, tying its lines and
repoting on missed phone calls andews eceied. “Im really
lucky” Mr. King said, glancing at hisek-font home. A neat riprap
retaining wall was topped with blooming purple irises, a sgall v
etable gden, and endless stacks of lobster trapsmrsiee of the
house. This all came out of a lobster pot.” o

own compensatioiVith 600 traps, MrKing is smaller than many
pat-time lobstermen, not to mention those fishers who set as manyj
as 4,000 trapsuBhe is convinced that someomnkd knavs what

hés doing can make a good living with 600 traps. Assumirg ther
are lobsters to catch.

A LOBSTER PAN
This feast-to-famineag isit good for either lobster and or lobster
man. h fact, Mr King suggests that ragestraint is the only way to
ensue abundance in the futuand to makeoom for pung fisher
men and fisheromen to statobstering. &n Rispoli, who fishes the
Sound out of Fhmpton Bys, set traps with his son for the better par
of the past decade, but his sarently left to pursue otheresas.
“He has the potential to be a lot entbran a stiggling fisherman,"
Mr. Rispoli said of his son, who has a teachingedée always
liked woking on the boat. B when he saw twhad | was wad-
ing it discouraged him, and in a lot of wayglad for that.”

Mr. King doesh hawe any childn, although his bther and

HOW THE LOBSTERMAN LIKES DBSTER

“If you want to buy good, healtligesh lobsters, makeestine
antennae arintact," Mr King advised.The first thing they do in
storage is bite off each dthentennae.“ Lobsters begin to lose|their
vigor quickly after beingmaved fom saltwate¥Vhen picked up
a fresh lobster should curl its taivamls its body and raise its claws
in aT-formation. Mbst of the lobsters sold on the Eadtdtiring
the summer arshipped m Maine or Canada, so askoifl yae
interested in §ing a Longdland lobstefhe local fleet fish aégr
although most lobstermen think spring and winter lobstdrsshl

Mr. King enjgs lobsters many wayand says, if he diloatch
them, h&l hae to get a second job to suppis twice a aek
habit. Hs fawrite peparation is to boil them brieflyo seal in
their moistue—split them dan the centestuff them with lead
crumbs, diced scallions, and herbs, and bake them until the
browns and the meat turns opaque. fewBell dhnston, Mr
Kings sometimes fishing companion, who has eaten hisdaf
lobsters, offers this culipadvice: The best way is when ser
body else cooks 'em aod gat 'em.”

stuffing

shar
he

nephev still fish togetheRill, with the futue in mind, Mr Kings
dream is aoluntay program to cap the total number of lobster
traps. i would be administed ly fishermen themses; so that peer
pressu would help enfoe the wlesThe fishermen couldver the

trap total if the population is suffering oréase it if the population

is gowing. With limits on the number of traps that each fisher can
hold and aebounding lobster populatiomunger lobstermen will

be able to join the fleetofn Maine to Aistralia lobstermen teav
found that similar limits on their season and number of traps actual
ly leaes them better off financialband woking less-ower the
long term.

“End of the line,” MrKing shouted as he turned his baairad.
After pointing to one example after anotherevfighermen and
politicians missed opppanities to potect the 8unds lobsters, it
wasit clear if he was talking about hig dishing for the day or the
prospects of Longlands lobsterman.

“The die-off gigs us some dathing oom,” Mr. King said,

Opposite, clockwisedm top left Jm King on his boat in Long
Island 8und; a keeper with wooden plugs binding its claws
instead ofubber bands. (il a fav decades ago, befarbber
bands wre common, lobstermeredged wooden plugs into the
claw joints of lobsters to keep the claws clvbdd. effectig,

the plugs would discolor the sumding claw meater time.
“Many a lobsterman has spent his winter whittling plugs,” said
Mr. King, who still keeps a bunch of plugs on hisHoanos
talgia and in case has out of ubber bands.@hding a lob

ster; measuring a lobster with a carapace gamddmoat;

the daig catch cooling off; MKing slots a lobster into a cup on

his home-made “banding station,” \eléeir claws eameatly El
exposed. fl other situations, caught lobsteessanply put on ks
the deck of the boat or on a table, e/tieey will definitely not &
stay still. “I made the table to keep the lobsters separate so they
dorit fight or bite each otheMr. King said.Dpposite, top g
inset Mr. Kings mailb& in Mattituck. g

&
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