
MATTITUCK —“It’s not
nature’s way,” said Jim
King, as he cradled a
female lobster in the sun-
light. The underside of her

red-blue carapace, glistening with seawater, was covered with clumps
of eggs or “berries” in lobsterman lingo. But, according to Mr. King,
this lobster was too small and too young to be making eggs. “To me,
this is wrong,” he said. “She wouldn’t need to be reproducing if adults
were reproducing.” 

Mr. King, founding president of the Long Island Lobstermen’s
Association and advisor to countless state and federal marine commis-
sions, is seasoned at putting this situation in layman’s terms. “What if
you visited a town where there were no adults and no elderly people
and all of the 14-year-old girls were pregnant?” he asked. “Wouldn’t
you think something was wrong?”

If anyone would know, it’s Mr. King, who has been pulling lobster
pots from Long Island Sound for over four decades, longer than any-
one else. But Mr. King is probably the most unpopular fisherman in
the fleet. Partly because he interprets undersized lobsters, reduced
catches, and sudden outbreaks of shell rot as signs that the Long Island
lobster is under siege. 

“I t’s not just take all you can and the hell with tomorrow,” he said,
punching a small v-shaped notch in the lobster’s tail. Part of a pro-
gram to increase the number of reproducing females, the notch
should protect her for life. Mr. King continued, still turning the lob-
ster in his hand, “It’s not mine. It’s not yours. It’s for the next genera-
tion.” He threw it back into the water.  

THE DIEOFF
In 1999, the Long Island Sound’s lobster population suffered what many
researchers called “a perfect storm” of insults. An unusually hot year
pushed water temperatures towards the maximum that the American
lobster—Homus americanus, the big-clawed species prized around the
world—can handle. A series of hurricanes not only overwhelmed septic
systems and dumped raw sewage into the water, but also mixed the warm
surface waters into the cool bottom waters where lobsters find refuge.
Heavy spraying of insecticides to control West Nile virus in and around
the Sound didn’t help either. (Lobsters share many characteristics with
insects and are particularly susceptible to insecticides.) 

By the fall, fishermen were regularly pulling up empty traps, and
dead lobsters were washing up on shore. Many were infected with a
shell-eating parasite that had never been seen before. “They were just
getting stressed in every which way,” said Kim McKowan, a biologist
who studies lobsters, horseshoe crabs and blue claw crabs as head of
the crustacean unit with the New York State Department of
Environmental Conservation. According to statistics from the New
York State DEC, lobster catches in the Sound surged throughout the
1980s, encouraging more fishers to join the fleet and encouraging all
lobstermen to add traps. The number of traps in Long Island Sound
ballooned from 30,000 in 1980 to 348,000 in 1999. Over the same
period, the haul of lobsters jumped from 412,000 pounds in 1980 to

8.8 million in 1996, before it began
a swift decline. By last year, lobster-
men pulled just 607,000 pounds
from the Sound.

“When this was going great
guns in the 1980s, everyone could catch lobsters,” Mr. King said. He
watched father and son (or husband and wife) teams with a single
boat be replaced by fleets with hired crews. And, as in other East End
industries, the cost of doing business rose, pushing lobstermen to fur-
ther increase their catches. In 1980, Mr. King needed to catch 250 to
300 pounds of lobsters to pay his property taxes. Today, he must pull
in four times that amount. “So what does that do to the resource?” he
asked

Many lobstermen consider such die-offs part of the natural ebb and
flow of ocean life, but Mr. King isn’t so complacent. “I’ve had an
opportunity to see a resource before it was overused,” he said. In fact,
when he first started setting pots in Long Island Sound, the biggest
“jumbo” he caught was just under 9 pounds. (The typical restaurant
lobster weighs one to two pounds.) Mr. King points to a 1896 article
from the Bulletin of the U.S. Fisheries Commission by Francis Herrick
titled “The American lobster: A study of its habits and development,”
that quotes New Haven fishmongers complaining that are no more
15- or 16-pound lobsters in the Sound. “Don’t tell me Long Island
can’t grow big lobsters,” he said, raising his voice. “There are no big
lobsters because we are catching them before they get big.”

A POT THAT CAUGHT SOME LOBSTERS
In nearly 60 feet of water between Long Island and Connecticut, and
in view of the Shoreham nuclear power plant, Mr. King hoisted a lob-
ster trap out of the water and onto the rail of his boat. “Now, there’s
a pot that caught some lobsters,” he said, betraying his New England
roots by pronouncing “pot,” “caught,” and “lobsters” so that they
rhyme. (Think of the word “law” as the first syllable of “lobster.”) He
wore standard-issue lobstermen gear: an orange and yellow oilskin
apron and bright blue rubber gloves. A long-billed cap protected his
ruddy Irish complexion, covered his cropped red hair and shaded his
bright blue eyes. At 66, with a  compact, muscular build, he looks a
decade or two younger. 

He opened a door on the top of the metal trap. It contained half a
dozen lobsters, three of which were obviously undersized and thrown
back. Mr. King picked up the remaining ones and used a carapace
gage to measure the distance between the eye socket and the start of
the tail. If it’s 3 ¼ inches, it’s a keeper. He slotted the keepers into cups
on a homemade “banding station,” where their claws are neatly
exposed, and where he will put rubber bands over the closed claws
while he winches up the next trap. 

Once the trap was empty, Mr. King replenished the bait, skewering
hunks of bunker and fluke skeletons and hanging them from a string
on the inside of the cage. (“We’ll give them the seafood platter,” he
joked.) He turned on his engine, started to move his drifting boat
along his line of buoys, pushed the trap over the side of the boat and,
once the line was nearly all uncoiled, dropped the buoy overboard. 

By brian hal weil
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chix in the sound
The past and future of Long Island’s lobster.
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It’s a quick routine he might repeat 150 times in a day, working
from five in the morning until three in the afternoon. He’s done it on
spectacular spring days when he’s surrounded by rainbows, and in
January Nor’easters when 50-mile-per-hour winds are blowing icy
waves over his bow and he wishes he stayed home. “I still get a kick
out of the first pot,” he said. “When I told my high school guidance
counselor I wanted to be a fisherman, he took one look at me and
said, ’You’re just a hopeless romantic. You’ll never make a living fish-
ing.’ To this day, I still think he was an asshole for not encouraging
me.”

NO RESTRAINTS
Mr. King got his first taste of lobstering as a young boy, when he
would go out with his father and mother who fished together in
Rhode Island. After serving on a submarine in New London, Mr.
King returned home to join the crowded Connecticut fishery. One
fateful day, he ventured south to explore the North Shore of Long
Island. “It was completely empty,” he said. “There were plenty of lob-
sters, and almost no one setting traps for them. It was a good move.” 

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

this harbor community, waving to everyone on the shore as he motors
through Mattituck Creek into the Sound. But he’s no longer got a cor-
ner on the lobster market. Before the 1999 collapse, 24 boats collect-
ed lobster traps out of Mattituck, with smaller fleets out of Mt. Sinai
and Port Jefferson. 

And the number of boats isn’t all that has changed. Consider the
wooden traps that used to be the industry standard. “If you didn’t
take them in and paint them every winter, the worms would eat
them up,” Mr. King said. “Lazy fishermen would fall by the way-
side.” Today’s vinyl-coated metal traps are lighter and last longer with
less maintenance. 

“Lobstermen used to have built-in restraints,” he added.
Mechanical winches have replaced lobstermen pulling up their traps
by hand, and traps anchored in stacks are pulled up several at a time.
Radar and global positioning systems have replaced compass and
clock, and allow fishermen to find their traps on foggy days. A year-
round, global market also means there is always a demand for lobsters.
(Mr. King primarily sells his lobsters to Braun Seafood, one of the last
local distributors, and occasional friends and neighbors.)

For Mr. King, the debate about overfishing is more philosophical
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than economic. “Call me old-fashioned, but I don’t care what your
bottom line is,” he said. “How much do you need?” After the die-off,
Long Island lobstermen received federal compensation for their loss
of income. Mr. King remembers with some disgust one anxious lob-
sterman at a compensation hearing who asked how he was going to
make the payments on his new motor home. Mr. King refused his
own compensation. With 600 traps, Mr. King is smaller than many
part-time lobstermen, not to mention those fishers who set as many
as 4,000 traps. But he is convinced that someone “who knows what
he’s doing” can make a good living with 600 traps. Assuming there
are lobsters to catch.

A LOBSTER PLAN
This feast-to-famine cycle isn’t good for either lobster and or lobster-
man. In fact, Mr. King suggests that more restraint is the only way to
ensure abundance in the future and to make room for young fisher-
men and fisherwomen to start lobstering. Sam Rispoli, who fishes the
Sound out of Hampton Bays, set traps with his son for the better part
of the past decade, but his son recently left to pursue other careers.
“He has the potential to be a lot more than a struggling fisherman,"
Mr. Rispoli said of his son, who has a teaching degree. “He always
liked working on the boat. But when he saw how hard I was work-
ing it discouraged him, and in a lot of ways I’m glad for that.” 

Mr. King doesn’t have any children, although his brother and
nephew still fish together. Still, with the future in mind, Mr. King’s
dream is a voluntary program to cap the total number of lobster
traps. It would be administered by fishermen themselves, so that peer
pressure would help enforce the rules. The fishermen could lower the
trap total if the population is suffering or increase it if the population
is growing. With limits on the number of traps that each fisher can
hold and a rebounding lobster population, younger lobstermen will
be able to join the fleet. From Maine to Australia lobstermen have
found that similar limits on their season and number of traps actual-
ly leaves them better off financially—and working less—over the
long term. 

“End of the line,” Mr. King shouted as he turned his boat around.
After pointing to one example after another where fishermen and
politicians missed opportunities to protect the Sound’s lobsters, it
wasn’t clear if he was talking about his own fishing for the day or the
prospects of Long Island’s lobsterman. 

“The die-off gives us some breathing room,” Mr. King said,

because it drove many lobstermen out of business. “We’ve got the
opportunity now to cut back on some of these traps. I see a recovery
coming.” Recently, he has pulled up several traps that each contained
four keepers. The lobsters are more aggressive than in previous
years—biting each other or locking claws, all signs of vigor. (Due
largely to Mr. King’s efforts to restore and protect wetlands in recent
years, as part of his role as a town trustee for Southold, Mattituck
Creek was open for shellfishing all of last year, for the first time in
years.) “I think there could be a good future for young lobstermen.
They’re just going to have some serious restraints on them. It won’t
be a free-for-all.”

Back on shore, his wife met his boat at the dock, tying its lines and
reporting on missed phone calls and orders received. “I’m really
lucky,” Mr. King said, glancing at his creek-front home. A neat riprap
retaining wall was topped with blooming purple irises, a small veg-
etable garden, and endless stacks of lobster traps on every side of the
house. “This all came out of a lobster pot.”                                   o

HOW TO CALL A LOBSTER?
A hen is a female lobster. A cock is a male.
Berries are lobster eggs. (An egger is a berried lobster.)
Chix are one pounders. 
Selects weigh 11/2 to two pounds
Jumbosare larger than two pounds.
Shorts or snappers are below legal size.
Culls are lobsters with one claw. 
Pistols or powder hornshave no claws.
Rubber lobsters, also called Jello-lobstersor rags, have just shed
their shells and their new shells haven't hardened.

HOW THE LOBSTERMAN LIKES LOBSTER
“I f you want to buy good, healthy, fresh lobsters, make sure the
antennae are intact," Mr. King advised. “The first thing they do in
storage is bite off each other’s antennae.“ Lobsters begin to lose their
vigor quickly after being removed from saltwater. When picked up,
a fresh lobster should curl its tail towards its body and raise its claws
in a T-formation. Most of the lobsters sold on the East End during
the summer are shipped from Maine or Canada, so ask if you are
interested in trying a Long Island lobster. The local fleet fish all year,
although most lobstermen think spring and winter lobsters are best.

Mr. King enjoys lobsters many ways—and says, if he didn’t catch
them, he’d have to get a second job to support his twice a week
habit. His favorite preparation is to boil them briefly—to seal in
their moisture—split them down the center, stuff them with bread-
crumbs, diced scallions, and herbs, and bake them until the stuffing
browns and the meat turns opaque. E. Brownell Johnston, Mr.
King’s sometimes fishing companion, who has eaten his fair share of
lobsters, offers this culinary advice: “The best way is when some-
body else cooks ’em and you eat ’em.”

Opposite, clockwise from top left: Jim King on his boat in Long
Island Sound; a keeper with wooden plugs binding its claws
instead of rubber bands. (Until a few decades ago, before rubber
bands were common, lobstermen wedged wooden plugs into the
claw joints of lobsters to keep the claws closed. While effective,
the plugs would discolor the surrounding claw meat over time.
“Many a lobsterman has spent his winter whittling plugs,” said
Mr. King, who still keeps a bunch of plugs on his boat—for nos-
talgia and in case he runs out of rubber bands.)Banding a lob-
ster; measuring a lobster with a carapace gage; Mr. King’s boat;
the day’s catch cooling off; Mr. King slots a lobster into a cup on
his home-made “banding station,” where their claws are neatly
exposed. (In other situations, caught lobsters are simply put on
the deck of the boat or on a table, where they will definitely not
stay still. “I made the table to keep the lobsters separate so they
don’t fight or bite each other,” Mr. King said.) Opposite, top
inset: Mr. King’s mailbox in Mattituck.
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