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19.-NOTES ON THE KING-CRAB FISHERY OF DELAWARE BAY. 

BY HUGH M. SMITH. 

(With Platos CXXI-CXXIII.) 

INTRODUClTORY. 

The fishery for kingcrabs, while not primarily intended to provide a food product, 
nevertheless indirectly contributes to that result by furnishing a simple yet efficient 
fertilizer for use on laud the natural vitality of which is low or has been exhausted. 
The king-crab, therefore, notwithstanding i t  has no commercial value for edible 
purposes,” is an important economic factor both to fishermen and farmers, and its 
capture becomes an industry of no little cousequence to the community, in addition to 
the inherent interest which it possesses for those whose attention is directed toward 
the commercial fisheries. 

While farmers and others in many of the States on the Atlantic seaboard, from 
3Iassachusetts to Florida, utilize small numbers of the crabs for fertilizer, and occa- 
sionally 8s food for poultry and swine, it is ouly in Delaware Bay that the capture of 
the animal can be said to constitute a well-defined industry, aud i t  is only there, so 
far as known, that special forms of apparatus have been devised and employed for 
taking the crabs. 

OBSERVATIONS ON HABITS, REPBODUUTION, IN”J!. ’ 

The kingcrabs are chiefly found on soft sandy or muddy bottoms, where, more or 
108s imbedded, they spend the greater part of their existence. I n  the colder months 
they probably retire to the deeper portions of the bay, but what condition of life they 
then assume is not known. It is chiefly, and almost exclusively, during the breeding 
eeason that they approach t h e  shore. The deposition and impregnation of the eggs 
beiug accomplished, they rapidly withdraw to deeper water and do not, usually visit 
the beaches again in any riumbers till the following Fear. 

The breeding season may be said to cover two months, beginning about May 1 
and extending to July 1. During this period the crabs seek the sandy shores in 
Pairs, the male riding on the back of the female ; SOmetim08, however, a female will 

”Capt. Charles H. Townsend, of Nom Haven, states that he has found the king-crab vorg 
Palatablo when steamed, and thinks it equal or superior to any Of the common edible orabs. 
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be attended by two or more male&. Reaching the shore, the eggs are deposited above 
the water’s edge in a slight depression in the sand made by the female, and the 
male extrudes the milt over them. The adults then withdraw to the water ; the eggs 
receive no more attention, and are covered with sand and washed about by the waves. 
When hatching ensues, the young enter the water to return to the shore again upon 
reaching maturity. 

The abundance of crabs on the shore during any special week or month appears 
to be largely dependent on the tides. Mr. Howell remarks that the farmers and 
fishermen take the greatest quantities when the moon is full or in perigee, and the 
influence of the tides on the movements of crabs has come to bo fully realized. The 
wind is also held to increase or decrease the numbers of crabs, a westerly wind 
bringing them iu abundantly on the New Jersey coast, while an easterly wind is most 
favorable on the opposite side of the bay, upon the shores of Delaware. 

I 

THE FTSHING SEASON. 

The season during which kingorabs are taken varies somewhat from year to year, 
owing to hydrothermal and other conditions, but ordinarily begins about May 1 and 
continues till June 15 or July 1, in New Jersey. I n  Delaware-it is somewhat longer, 
and often extends to August 1. As already explained, the fishing season coincides 
very closely with the breeding season. 

THE FISHING CENTERS IN NEW JERSEY. 

The most northern point on Delaware Bay a t  which crabs are taken is Heislerville, 
between which and Cape May Point, a distance of 2O,miles, the crabs are sought a t  
Ewing Neck, West Creek, East Creek, Dennisville, Goshen, Dias Creek, Green Creek, 
Fishing Creek, Town Bank, and one or two other minor setclements. About seven- 
eighths of the entire catch is made between Dennisvills and Fishing Oreek, inclusive, 
and about threefourths of the yield is taken at Goshen, Dias Creek, and Green Creek, in 
which places the catch in 1890 was, in round numbers, 335,000,410,000, and 411,000 crabs, 
respectively. At  the extremities of the stretch of coast above defined the output was 
much smaller, varying from 10,000 to 30,000 at Town Bank, Heislerville, etc. 

APPARATUS AND BIETHODS. 

While considerable quantitiesof crabs me caught by hand on the shores of Delaware 
Bay, where they go to deposit their spawn, the growing scarcity of the species has 
more and more demanded the employment of apparatus of capture by means of which 
the individuals that are in the water adjacent to the shores may also be secured. As 
yet no traps have been employed on the shores of the State of Delaware, but such 
appliances have been set in New Jersey waters for a number of years, and their use 
is becoming more extensive each year. 

Two forms of apparatus are in rather common use along the New Jersey shore 
between Cape May Point and Heislerville. One resembles some types of pound-nets, 
but the other is, so far as known, entirely unlike anything else used in the waters of 
the United States and is designed for and especially adapted to this fishery. 

Regarding the.pound-nets used in this fishery, M i .  Earl1 says : 



POUND NET FOR CATCHING KING CRABS AND FISH. 
a, entrance to outer crib ; b, entrance to inner crib or fish pound ; c, position of slats around bottom of pound net ; d,  section a t  entrance to outer cni. 
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In 1880 there are nine of them on the flats along the Ahore, some having 2 or 3 feet of water at low 

tide, while others are entirely dry. They differ considerably from the pound-nets of other portions of 
the coast. The leader is about 50 fathoms long, and in the place of the fore-bay are two wings, each 
25 fathoms in length. The pound proper or bowl is divided into two compartments, the first being 
intended for king-crabs ( L h u k 3  polyphemus) that are taken in enormous numbers during the early 
snrnmer. The second compartment is connected with the first by means of a funnel-shaped opening 
large enough to allow the fish t o  enter, but too small to admit the crabs. Tho lower part of the pounif 
is made of stakes imbedded in the mnd and extending a foot or more above it. To these the netting 
is Lttached, the object being to keep it above the crabs that would otherwise destroy it. * 

Mr. Howell states that most of the pound-nets now used have bowls or 6‘ pounds” 
only for crabs, and that but few fish hare been taken in  late years in the nets provided 
with two compartments, although formerly considerable quantities of squeteague and 
goody were secured. 

The stakes which form the framework for these pounds are 8 to 10 feet long and 
4 to G inchell in diameter. They are located 4 to G feet apart. To the bottom of thc 
stakes, constituting the ( 6  hedge,” boards 1 inch thick are nailed to the height of a 
foot or more; the bottom of the bowl, and the sides to the height of 1 to 24 feet, arc 
formed in the same way, as mentioned by Mr. E8rll. The door to t h 8  first bowl is 
from 18 to 24 inches wide on each side of the leader; bhe funnel-like entrance to tlic 
second bowl, when one exists, is much narrower, and only a few crabs pass through it. 
The netting consists of either wire or twine. 

The cost of such an apparatus depends somewhat on the length of leador and size 
of bowls. The most expensive form operated in recent years was probably worth not 
more than $75, from which amount to about $25 every intermediate value is repre- 
sented. 

pound ” dry or fully 
exposed at low water. Both boats and wagons are used in tending the nets; the 
wagons are cousidered more convenient and ase more extensively employed. The 
crabs are taken from the nets with pitch-forks, or with a crab-spear consisting of a 
single piece of sharp-pointed metal mounted in a, long handle. 

The catch varies with the year, month, and tide. In  1888 the catch Per tide was 
from 26 to 2,000 crabs to each net, or from 5,000 to 60,000 crabs per season. In  1890 the 
average catch was considerably smaller, talring the entire shore i n  to confiideration. 

The weir, or 6‘ stake net 7’ as it is here called, is very different from the pound-net 
just described, although both have some parts in common, as Will l.10 Se@u by consulting 
the accompanying plates. It consists essentially of poles Or stakes driven into muddy 
or sandy bottoms, 80 a,s to form a leader or ‘‘ hedge,” Wings, and bowl O r  “ pound.” 
The poles constituting the bowl are 8 to 10 feet, long and 2 to 4 inches in diameter 
at their larger ends and 1 to 14 inches in diameter at their smaller extremities, For 
the wings and leader, poles from 3 to 6 feet long are employed. The poles are placed 
from 14 to 3 inches apart to permit the sea to wash through. 

The bowl is somewhat semicircular in Shape, the extremities Of the brush-work 
joining the wings about midway their length. I ts  Capacity is encroached upon by the 
leader and the door or entrance to t h e  pound, which is the host  important feature of 
the apparatus. It consists ofa wedge-shaped platform of boards fittiug into the space 
between the wings as they approach the leader. The platform is inclined a t  a gentle 

This form of net is employed where the tide leaves the 

__---- - 
*The Fisheries and Fishery Indiietries of tho United States, Section 11, p. 397. 
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angle and is about 5 feet long, projecting about 1 foot over a support, as shown in the 
figure. It is important that the pitch of the platform shall not be too great and that 
the floor shall not be too smooth, otherwise the crabs can not or will not walk on it. 
The floor of the bowl is made of cheap boards to prevent the crabs scratching holes 
in the mud and loosening the poles. 

The cost of such a weir is from $12 to $20. The catch is about the same as in the 
other form of apparatus. 

Such traps are mostly made by farmers who have woodland near the shore on 
which to draw for poles, of which, as may be readily understood, a large number is 
required. They are usually set in a cove on muddy bottom. One’person in a boat can 
fish from two to four such weirs on one tide. When they are set on a sandy beach, as 
is sometimes the case, they are fished with a horse and wagon, and one person can then 
tend more than the number stated. The crabs are removed to the boats or wagons in 
the manner already mentioned. 

The resemblance of the shape of this weir to the general outline of a king-crab is 
worthy of mention. . 

DECREASE IN THE ABUNDANCE O F  CRABS. 

I n  1880 Mr. Richard Rathbun wrote as follows concerning king-crabs in Delaware 
Bay : 

They are very much less abundant now than formerly, on account of so many having been caught 
from year to year for 1180 as a fortilizer. It would appear as though a fcw years more of indiscrimi- 
uate capture mould result in their being entirely exterminated from the region.+ 

This note of warning was well-timed, as shown by the greatly reduced catch in 
recent years, although more porsons aud larger quantities of apparatus have been 
employed. The yield in 1880, 4,300,000 crabs, was more than double that of each of 
the years 1887, 1888,1889, and 1890. 

The diminution in the abundance of the crabs i s  no doubt chieflg due to the unfor- 
tunate practice of capturing them during the spawning season, usually before the eggs 
are deposited or impregnated. 

It Fieems probable that before long the decimation will become so pronounced that 
the profitable prosecution of the fishery will be impossible; then it is hoped that the 
employment of the destructive forrns of apparatus will be discontinued and the crabs 
given an opportunity to multiply nnrestrictedly for a few years a t  least, although of 
course it is expected that the farmers will continue to utilize such individuals as are 
founci on t h e  beaches and can be takeu by hand. 

The actual extent of the diminution in numbers can perhaps be better appreciated 
by an appeal to figures. I n  1887, in New Jersey, the total catch was 1,296,000 crabs j 
in 1888 the yield was 1,602,000 crabs, whereas, other thiugs being equal, tho increase in 
the apparatus should have resulted in a catch of about 2,275,000; in 1890 the number 
taken was 1,674,670, whereas, compared with 1888, it should have been about 3,415,000. 
Since much the larger part of the catch is made with the pound-nets and weirs, it 
seems legitimate to make these deductions. 

~ 

ff The Fieheries and Fishery Iudustries of the Uuitcd States, section I, vol. 1, p. 830. 
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STAKE W E I R  FOR KING CRABS. 

FIG. 1. The weir. a, leader; b b, ,Tin@; c. entrance: d,  flooring and crib. 
FIG. 2. Sectional viexv of entrance to crib, sholring inclined platform. 
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- 
Year. 

1888 over 1887 ......................... 
l8DO over 1887 ......................... 
1890 over 1888. ........................ 

To show the case in a somewhat different aspect, the following comparative table 
is introduced, giving the percentage of increase in apparatus and the resulting increase 
in catch for the years 1887, 1888, and 1890: 

Percentage Percentage 
of increase in of inoreage ii 

apparatus. cntoh. 

75 16 
183 28 

11 80 

. 

Num r us instances of a more detailed character might be adduced to show the 
decrease in tho uumbers of crabs from year to year, but such cases are not 80 concln- 
sive as are comparisons of the total yield of the State, owing to the conditions of tern. 
perature, etc., which might influence the advent of the crabs to particular sections of 
t h e  coast, making them unusually abundant i n  one section and uncommonly scarce in 
another during one season, and completely reversing the conditions the following year. 
One noticeable instance, however, may with proprietty be given : I n  1887 two nets at 
West Creek, New Jersey, took crabs to the number of about 40,000; in 1890 the same 
apparatus at the' same place yielded only 12,000 crabs. 

It can not be denied, as shown by reliable returns, that in  some localities there 
bas not only been a maintenance of the supply but even an increase ; but the general 
trend is and has been toward a decrease, and the catch has only been maintained by 
an increase in the amount of appanetus. ' 

It is worthy of  mention that, although no traps or other devices are employed in 
Delaware, the decline there has been quite as pronounced as on the opposite side of 
the bay, the catch being no doubt influenced by the great drain on the species in New 
Jersey. The yield in 1880 was 900,000 crabs, and in 1888 only 320,000. 

. 

. 

THE OUTPUT IN NEW JERSEY. 

The yield of this fishery during recent years is given in the following table, in 
which, for purposes of comparison, the catch in 1880 is also shown : 

Number O f  VnlU0 t o  I Poars. 1 crabs taken. 1 5shermen. I 
1880 .................................. 3,460,000 $13,600 .................................. 0,480 1887 1,206,800 

1890.. 1,664,670 
3888 ................................. 1,502,000 1 2:;; 1 ................................ 

I I I I 

Although there has been a small actual yearly increase since 1887, this, 11s stated 
elsewhere, is to be attributed to the employyent Of greater quantities of apparatus. 

THE FISHERY IN DELAWARE. 

The number of localities on the shores of Delaware a t  which king-crabs are taken 
i B  small, and the fishing centers are mostly adjacent to fertilizer factories. As stated 
elsewhere, there is no special fixed apparatus used in the kingcrsb fishery of Del&. 
Ware. The fishery is confined to the shore and the shallow water adjacent thereto, 
and is prosecuted from boats and from wagons, according as the men are regular 
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1880 ..__.. ~ _.___ ._____. ____ .  _ _ _ _  _ _  .__ 
1887....... ........................... 
1888 ____.____..________.__....~~~..~~~. 
1890 _...__._._._._._.._._. ._.....____. 

fishermen or farmers. The fishing is chiefly carried on from Barker’s Landing and 
Bower’s Beach and in the vicinity of those places. 

A t  Barker’s Landing, where the fishing is mostly done for a factory, the business 
in 1888 was followed from six ‘4 lighters” or skiff-like boats, 12 to 16 feet long, and 
operated by eight men, all told. When the wind is ‘doEshore,77 these boats go up 
and down the shore and secure crabs on the beaches. Two large scows, 42 and 30 
feet long, respectively, are sent out to  bring the crabs from the lighters to the factory, 
so that t ime may not be lost by the boats engaged in  catching the crabs. 

A t  Bower’s Beach there were only four professiona! crab fishermen in 18813, but 
they were joined by thirty-five farmers, farm hands, and wood-choppers. The fisher- 
men employed 25-foot scows; the farmers, farm hands, wood-choppers, and other 
semi-professional fishermen a t  the place made half of their catch in boats and half in 
wagons. In  addition to the quantities sold to be made into fertilizer, about 25,000 
crabs are annually utilized as food for hogs. A portion of the catch is also disposed 
of to vessels sent out by factory operators in New Jersey. At  Banckenburg Creek, 
lg miles below Bower’s Beach, there is a small factory; eighteen men, using nine 
scows, were employed there as fishermen in 1888. I n  t h e  aame locality, about fifteen 
farmers regularly drive down to the beach in their wagons and get crabs for their own 
use or for sale to the factories. 

The average annual catch to a SCOIT& recent years has been about 7,000 crabs. 
The farmers and others do not usually take more than a few thousand each. 

, 

900,000 
341,000 
320,000 
275,000 

THE OUTPUT IN DELAWARE. 

Accurate figures for this fishery in Delaware covering the year 1890 are not avail- 
able, but the catch has been estimated at  275,000 crabs. The yearly decline since 1880 
has been marked, and is no doubt suggestive of what would result in New Jersey were 
the annual increase in apparatus discontinued. 

Yearn. Number of 
crabs. I Vnlne to 

fishermen. 

$2,700 
082 
640 
550 

THE FERTILIZER FACTORIES. 

Three factories designed for preparing king-crabs for fertilizer were in operation 
on Delaware Bay in 1887 and 1888. Two of these were in Delaware and one in New 
Jersey. The buildings were comparatively inexpensive frame structures, with a com- 
bined value of $4,100. The factory hands numbered eighteen. 

The factories in Delaware were located a t  Banckenburg Greek and near Barker’s 
Landing. The one at the former place was quite small, the building being only 16 
feet square. Beneath was a furnace, by means of which the crabs were dried. About 
200,000 crabs are the usual annual quota of this factory. The factory building 
near Barker’s Landing was 24 by 60 feet in size, It was provided with a steammill 
in which the crabs were ground while green end then mixed with sodium sulphate 
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(N%So4). some' seasons as many as 100,000 crabs are utilized, but in 1887 and 1888 
only 50,000 and 30,000, respectively, were used. $The scrap is sold to farmers, and also 
to regular fertilizer dealers by whom it is further treated. Nearly the entire output 
is sold in Delaware and other States of the "Peninsula," a t  from $26 to $30 per ton. 

The factory in New Jersey, situated at West Oreek, was larger than either of 
those in Delaware, and was valued at $2,000. The number of crabs handled is from 
1,000,000 to2,000,000 annually ; and in 1887 and 1888 was about 1~300,000, representing 
almost the entire catch of the State, in addition to small quantities from Delaware. 
The sales of fertilizer prepared here are mostly local. . 

The approximate number of tons of crab fertilizer prepared in Delaware Bay was 
740 in 1887 a%d 836 in 1888. These figures include the scrap manufactured at the fac- 
tories ("cancerinen) and also the crude product used by farmers and others on their 
land. At  the ruling market prices, the fertilizer had a value of $16?800 in 1887 and 
$17,600 in 1888. 

In 1890,275,000 crabs were sent to Billingsport, New Jersey, and 225,000 to Balti- 
more, Maryland, from points on the Pew Jersey shore, to be used in the preparation of 
complex fertilizers. Almost the entire remaining portion of the catch was sold to the 
West Oreek factory. 

PBIUES OF URABS. 

In 1880 the average value of crabs in New Jersey was given as $4 per thousand 
and in Delaware as $3 per thousand. In  recent years the tendency has been toward 
an increase in price in New Jersey, owing to the growing scarcity of the crabs and the 
competitionamong the fishermen; while in Delaware, where the demand is less and the 
supply comparatively greater, the price has declined. Much the larger part of the 
catch in New Jersey during the past four years has been disposed of a t  $5. In Dela- 
ware, on the other hand, about $2 has been the ruling price. 

STATIST IUAL DATA. 

Oomplete statisti& of this industry in Delaware Bay are not available for a later 
year than 1888, when en inve~tigation of this subject was made by the writer in con- 
nection with a general canvass of the fisheries. The figures obtained as a result of 
that inquiry are embodied in the following table, showing the extent of the industry 
in 1887 and 1888 : , 

The following additional tabular statement; has been prepared from information 
kindly furnished by Mr. E. 8. Howell, of Dies Oreek, New Jerser, upon whose fund 
of knowledge on fishery subjects the writer has had frequent occasion to draw; 

Bull, U, S, 3'. 0.89-24 

Year. 

.................. 1887 
1888 .................. 

Value 
of 

faOtOoieB* 

$4,100 
4,100 

Regn- 
lar ash- 
ermen. 

06 
127 

hmda. 

18 
18 

Boate. Pound.nets and weire. 

L 

- - - -  
42 
80 

No. 

41 
72 

Value. 

$1,210 
1,655 

Vdua 

$661 
064 

Crabs taken. 

No. 

1,637,000 
1 ~ 8 %  000 

Sorap prodnoed. 

value to 

$7,102 
8,150 

*pm";&* numbu 
of tons. 

760 
835 

Approxi- 32. 
-- 

$16,800 
17,800 
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Statement of the extent of the king.crab$shwy in New JW80u i n  1890. 
- 

I I I I Pound-netsand weirs. I The output. 

Character of 
shore on whioh 

located. 

- 
No.of No.of 1 boats 1 
emen. used. NO. 

Looality. 1 fish- I No*of 

in nets. 

Heislerville . - -. . . . 
Ewin Neck .__.._ 
Westgreek . -. . -. . 
Eant Creek ._...._. 
Dennisville . . -. . -. 

Value. 

GOSh0n . ._. . -. .. -. . 
Dim Creek. ._. . _. . 
Green Creek . . -. . . 

Average 
value per 
thousand. 

Tishing Creek . - -. 
Town Bank .._.. ._ 
Elaewhere . . . . . . -. 

Sand ___.______ 
Sandand mud. 
Sand _.____.___ 
Mud .__..___.. 
, . .do 
Sand and mud. 
Sand. ___..._.. 

._ .do .__.._.... . . .do . . -. . . . -. . ... do ___._____ ~ 

._.do . . . . ._.._. 

..._.......____. 

. . . . . ~. . . 

I- 

7,500 
7,200 

12,000 
65,000 

120,000 
27,450 

250,000 
401,000 
180,000 

7,200 
3,120 

1,080,470 
-- 

Total .__._.__.I 73 1 43 1 27 1108 

Value. 

- 
$36.00 

34.50 
40.00 

243.75 
380.00 
82.50 

643. 75 
,121.00 
420.00 
20.00 
20.00 

I, 041.50 

No. of 
crabs 

taken by 
hand. 

25,000 

10,5UO 
20,000 

3,000 
5,000 

306,600 
159,600 
10,000 
3,000 
2,500 

30,000 

584,200 

Total 
number 
if crab8 
t,aken. 

32,500 
27,200 
31,500 
6P, 000 

125,000 
334,050 
409,000 

9,700 

,664,670 

:A:: % 
33,120 -- 

8,029.82 I 4.82 

Mr. Howell says that, in addition to t'he regular fishermen mentioned in the 
table, about 160 meu and boys along the coast take crabs when they are most plentiful. 
Their catch is included in the summery. 




