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COD ••• TH~ B~ OF ~ SXl\ 

By Rose G. Kerr 
Home "Econotlist, Branch of Commercial Fisheries 

Reams have been written about various fish, both from a sporting 
and nutritional standpoint, but seldom do you see anything regarding 
that illustrious species of fish, the cod, along with the immediate 
members of its family. the haddock, pollock, hake, and cusk, all popu
larly de'signated as "groundfish." The cod has been termed by some, 
"The Beef of the Seao" From a nutritional standpoint it mirJ.lt well 
deserve this title since it contains an amount of protein pound for 
pound equivalent to beef, besides essential minerals, vitru~ins, and 
fat. 

As cattle or beef are perhaps the gr ,'3atest sourC3 of !n8at from our 
land producing areas, so was the cod our greatest source of food from 
the sea for many years o Granted that it does not hold this position now 
with salmon, tuna, rosefish, and several other species being caught in 
greater volume today, but historical books and pamphlets indicate that 
the fishing industry of the United states developed around the cod. 

t=. Factor i!!. New England History 

Just as it is the main ingredient of that delicious cod chowder or 
those light golden brown cod cakes, so has it been one of th~ nain 
factors in shaping the history of this oountry. Indeed~ John Quinc~r 
Adams in speaking of the value of cod to the NeVI ~land states de-
clared, "They were to us what wool was to 1Jlgland, or tobacco to VirGinia-
the great s'taple which became the bas is of power and wealth." The "Cod
fish Aristocracy" preceded both the "Merchant Princes" and th r: "Lords 
of the Loom." And what f ish has ever had tri bute ~ id to it by any 
state as has the cod by the State of lill.ssachusetts! In tlle rIall of 
Representati ves in Boston hangs a 'wooden cod "as a meMorial of th'3 iJ:1-
portance of the Cod Fishery to the W'elfare of this CO:r::J.r.'lo!1w~alth," accord
ing to a resolution passed in 1784. On March 7, 1895, 3. report fro:-,. a 
Committee of the Massachusetts House of Representatives investi co. tin,; 
the desirability of transferring this "representation of a codfisr: \'l:~ic:-. 

for more than a hundred years has never missed a roll call" to th" n'?w 
chamber in the State Rouse extension stated in part: 

"POised high aloft in the old :mll of the ! ,~assachusetts House of 
), Representatives, ridinrc: serenely th? round i7aves of debate, unperturb~ 
./ by the ebb and flow of enactment and repeal or the desultory stor!:',S t~·.a t 

vexed the nether depths of oratory, there has hung t~roul¢ ~i€r..'~ rial 
years an ancient codfish, quaintly wrought in wood and painted to t~e 
life ••• it tells of commerce, mr, diplomacy, of vict:Jri~s 'R)n :-',r : ,:::'35&

chusetts in all three fields." 



Years before, the Massachusetts statesmen had decided to make public 
acknowledgment of the indebtedness of the Massachusetts Colony to the 

.1 

cod, and had voted to adorn the assembly chamber with a wooden repre- d 
" sentation thereof, and individuals and pri vats corporations paid tribute , 

to the cod and vied with one another to make the recognition as conspicu-
ous as possible. As early as 1661 the cod appeared upon the corporate 
seal of the Plymouth Land Company, proprietors of lands on the Kennebec 
River in Maine. In 1743 Colonel Benjamin Pickman of Salem, who was one 
of the most promiuent men of the Uassachusetts Colony built the Mansion 
House in Salem and decorated the ends of every stair in his spacious hall 
with a carved and gilded cod o Some of the newspapers or journals of the 
day recognized it. On the front pa;;e of the Salem Gazette for 1768 
appears a coat of arms, consistinc; of a shield, supported by two Indians, 
and bearing the dove and olive branch. The crest above this shield is 
an unmistakable cod o 

Other innumerable instl1:1ces of the early importance of the cod could 
be cited, such as its portrayal on currency and revenue stamps of the 
early colonies . Nova Scotian bank notes also portrayed it with the 
legend, "Success to the Fisheries," and it was SI10wn on the early post
age stamps of Newfoundl and, wilC re the courts have held that whenever the 
word !lfish" is unqualified, it :"us t be t aken to mean cod. 

Dlstribution Throu~h the OCGa~s 

The cod provides the basis for one of :~e ~ost truly international 
fisheries. In the Atlantic, it is found from New Jersey nort:1ward to 
the waters aro·.md Greenland; enc in waters alone: the European coast, 
south to the Bay of Bis cay, In ::;ne Pac ifi c, it is cau g: ht off the Coast Cl. 
of ~ashington, northwar d tirou~h the Bering Sea, and east to the Sea of 
Okhotsk, borderine; Siberia and Japan. It has been exploited for many 
years by fishermen from numerous ~nerican, European, and Asiatic countries. 
As an example, durin~ the forty year period from 1 ,596 to 1935, the C<T.;l-

bined annual cod catch of Newfoundland, Canada, France, the United States, 
and Portugal, in the western GOrtll Atlantic, averaged nore than a billion 
pounds, of which Uni ted S~a tes ves sels took a yearly a verage of 130 
million pounds. Our cod catches come mainly from Banquereau and Georges 
Banks, off the coasts of New England and l~ova Scotia, but frozen cod 
fillets and salted cod are imported from several foreign countries, so 
thut cod from almost every bank and ledge of the inshore and offshore 
fishery grounds of the North Atlantic pass through our ports to the 
tables of people allover the United States. In the Pacific side, our 
domestic co~ fishery is ~uch smaller and limited primarily to salted 
cod products brought south from the Bering Sea regions. 

Prolific Reproduction 

The long and continuous exploitation of cod might well raise the 
question as to the reason for its continued abundance. Nature has pro
vided for this by rendering the cod very prolific. A good sized female 
cod may contain several million eggs. (One authority has ventured the 
opinion that if every egg shed each year by every fish were able to 
develop into a mature cod, it would take only a few years to pack the ~) 
seas of all the world so tight with cod that there would be no roam for 
any more. But this will never happen, since the eggs, which are about 
one-sixteenth of an inch in diameter, float at the mercy of the birds, 
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other fish, and the danger of being cast ashore.) Upon hatching, the 
egg becomes a tiny transparent fly only a fraction of an inch lon~ 
virtually all head and eyes, attached to the diminishing yolk of its 
eggo Soon it begins to feed for itself. r~en the younf: cod attains 
a length of approximately an inch, it seeks the bottom, and its migra
tions thereafter aN)' largely' influenced by changes in the water tempera
ture for the cod is a cold water fish. 

The cod will apparently eat most anything and everything the sea 
has to offer. ~Ihile crustaceans, mollusks, fish and wonns appear to be 
its main diet, such articles as stones, jewelry, ~lass, and leather, 
have been found in its stomach. An interesting s idelirrht on their 

'':> 

voracity is given in Captain Cartwright and His Labrador Journal. 
Cartwright wrote on July 19, 1776: "Observing many codfish to come 
close in to the shore where the water was deep, I laid myself flat 
upon the rock took a caplin. by the tail, and held it in the water in 
expectation that the cod would take it out of my fingers; nor was I 
disappointed, for almost instantly a fish struck at, and seized it, 
and no sooner had one snatched away at the caplin, than another sprang 
out of the water at my hand, which I had not withdrawn, and actually 
caught a slight hold of my finger and thumbo Had I dipped my hand in 
the water. I am convinced they would soon have mac:e me repent my folly ••• " 

Methods of Fishery 

After a cod has attained a sufficient length to interest fishermen, 
there are a number of methods by which it is cau~ht. Otter-trawls-
tf10se big, flattened. conical bags which are dragged slowly alonE the 
bottom of the sea gathering in the fis>l that come into their paths, are 
employed by the larger vessels or trawlers. If you have wundered what 
the word "otter- has to do wit:l it -- a board, termed an "otter-board" is 
attached to each of the two towing cables so that, as the trawl is 
dra[C:ed alon~ the bottom, the resistance of the water caClses -1:;:1(; ::oD.rds 
to pull away from each other. keepinc the mouth of the ~1et open, The 
otter trawl makes the fishermen independent of t~e fis~es' appetite 
which is the bane of the smaller boats employing baited hand and trawl 
lines, lland lines with one or two bait hooks are fa:::iliar to all who 
have ever fished 0 Each unit of trawl or cround line ,:.ay be as much as 
one-quarter mile long and sup?ort 400-500 hooks fror., S;10rt lines attached 
to it. In some seasons of the year, gill nets are also eoployed in catch
inc cod. 

Adult Appearance 

In case you are curious as to what the adult fish looks like, it is 
distine;uis~led by its three large dorsal fins above and two .larfe anal 
fins below, its lack of spines, the ventral fins well forward of the 
pectorals, a heavy body, lare;e head, with a prominent "w;-,is;';:er- or t.arbel 
under the lower jaw, nearly square tail, with wide r-:outh, In color, t [1e 
cod ranges from gray to red throueh a wide scale 0 It is fenerally 't[-,ic:'<ly 
speckled with small, round, vaguely edged spots, except on the un:e, side. 
As to size, one of the largest cod ever recorded was ~ore t~an six feet 
lone and weighed 2llf pounds, but fish weighing ~ore than seventy-five 
pounds are comparatively rare, 

.Caplin--a small subarctic species of fish, 
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Fresh or Frozen 

By far, the greatest part of the United States catch, or about 
100 million pounds yearly, is marketed fresh or frozen. If you are 
buying the fresh variety, be sure to observe the marks of a good fish-- ~~ 
fresh odor, clear bulging eyes, scales clinging tightly to the skin, ~ 

pinkish red gills, and a firm flesh. If you have in mind fillets, 
they are harder to judge than t he whole fi sh, since you have only the 
odor and firmness of the flesh to judge by. 

Who of us can remember when dried cod, salted cod, or smoked cod 
was not on the market? They have been with us since the settlement of 
Massachusetts, and in the hands of a knowin[ cook, any number of very 
savory dishes can be produced from these. But these traditional 
standards were for other days. A lesser volume of salted and smoked 
cod is now being used in the United States, due, largely, to the innova
tion of quick freezing and rapid transportation of the fresh product. 
Attractively packed fillets, those boneless, meaty sides of fish, are 
probably the form in which cod is best known to the modern homemaker 
in either the fresh or frozen form. 

Salted Cod 

That staple of other days, the dried salted cod, is also being re
placed to a large extent by specialty products, such as shredded cod, 
salted cod fillets, salted cod strips, and canned cod flakes. Although 
cod is not one of the great canning species of fish, 7,000,000 pounds 
of cod are canned yearly as fish flakes, fish balls, fish chowder, and 
a host of other products. 

There may be a more valuable, more adaptable food fish than the 
cod, but if so, it has yet to make the acquaintance of most cooks, as 
its flesh is rich and gelatinous, without being fattyo Adaptable to 
practically every form of fish cookery, abundant and inexpensive, excel
lent either fresh, salted, smoked, or canned, the cod is entitled to a 
high place in our dieto Its meat, white and delicately flavored, is 
esteemed for the table of thos '3 who know fish and who are good judges 
of quality food 0 

Have you ever smelled the delicious aroma of a cod chowder simmer-
ing on the stove, and sat down to a big bowl of its creamy goodness! 
Have you ever tried those delectable morsels from tile land of the Cabots 
and LOdges -- cod cakes fried in hot fat, until they are a glorious suntan! 
Have you ever tried smoked cod, that table delicacy that holds a gustatory 
pleasure for many' At the next opportunity, try the following recipes 
as well as other cod dishes, and see if the cod doesn't rate as high in 
your estimation as in ours o 

BAKED SMOKED COD ~ILLET 

2 pounds smoked cod fillets 4 tablespoons butter 
1 cup milk 

Place cod fillets in a well greased baking pan. Dot fillets with 
butter and cover with milk. Bake in a moderate oven, 350 degrees F. ~ 
for about 30 minutes o Serve plain or with a cream sauce. Makes 6 
servings. 
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BAKED STUFF~D COD FILLETS 

2 one-pound cod fillets 
1 teaspon salt 
i teaspoon pepper 

bread stuffing 
i cup butter or other fat 
2 slices bacon 

Sprinkle both sides of fillets with salt and pepper. Place one 
fillet in a well greased baking pano Place stuffing on the fillet, 
and cover with the remaining fillet. Fasten together with toothpicks 
or skewers. Brush top with melted fat, and lay slices of bacon on top. 
Bake in a moderate oven, 350 degrees Fo for about 30 to 40 minutes. 
Remove carefully to a hot platter and take out fasteners. Garnish and 
serve immediately with a sauce. Makes 6 servings. 

2 pounds cod fillets 
i cup bacon, diced 
3/4 cup onions, diced 
2 cups hot water 

COD CHOWDER 

2 cups potatoes, diced 
li teaspoons salt 

dash pepper 
4 cups rich milk 

Cut fillets in I inch cubes. Fry bacon until crisp and golden 
brown. Add onion and slightly brown. Add water and potatoes and cook 
10 minutes, or until potatoes are practically done. Then add cod, and 
cook until it can be separated into large flakes with fork. Add remain
ing ingredients and heat. Sprinkle top with chopped parsley. Makes 6 
servings. 

OVEN FRIED COD FILLETS 

2 pounds cod fillets 
1 tablespoon salt 
I cup milk 

I cup bread crumbs 
4 tablespoons butter or other 

fat 

Cut fillets into serving size portions. Add salt to milk. Dip the 
fish into the milk, and roll in crumbs; place in a well breased baking 
pan. Sprinkle each piece of cod with melted fat. Bake in very hot 
oven, 350 degrees F. for 10 minutes. Serve at once with a sauce. Makes 
6 servings. 

TARTAR SAUCE 

i cup mayonnaise 
1 tablespoon sweet pickle, chopped 

I tablespoon onion, minced 
1 tablespoon parsley, chopped 
1 tablespoon olives, chopped 

Mix all ingredients thoroughly and chill. 

1 Pound dried salt cod 
2 cups mashed potatoes 
1 egg 

COD CAKES 

1 tablespoon onion, grated 
1 tablespoon parsley, chopped 

dash pepper 

Cover cod with cold water and freshen over night. Drain, and flake 
the cod, removing any bones or skin. Mix the cod, potatoes, beaten e~l, 

and seasonings together. Form into cakes and fry in hot fat. linen cakes 
are a golden brown on one side, turn carefully and brown the other side. 



Cooking time about 8 minutes. Drain on absorbent paper. Serve imrr,edi
ately with a sauce. Makes 6 servings. 

COD COCKTAIL 

Ii cups flaked 
3/4 cup tomato 

4 tablespoons 

cod 
catsup 
lemon juice 

3 tablespoons celery, chopped fine 
1/5 teaspoon salt 

6 drops Tabasco Sauce 

Mix the last five ingredients together to make a sauce. Chill. 
Place lettuce leaf in the bottom of each cocktail glass. Place I tea
spoon of sauce on the lettuce leaf. Add; cup of flaked cod, and cover 
witt additional sauce. Makes 6 servings. 

BREAD STUF'FING 

3 tablespoons butter or other fat 
2 tablespoons onion, chopped 

i teaspoon thyme or savory 
seasoning 

~ teaspoon salt 
dash pepper 

1/3 cup celery, chopped 
2 cups day old bread crumbs 

Cook onion and celery in melted fat for about 10 minutes, stirring 
constantly. Add to the bread crumbs; add seasonings and mix well. If 
stuffing seems too dry, add a little warm' watero 

LEMON PARSLEY SAUCE 

4 tablespoons butter 1 tablespoon lemon juice 
I tablespoon parsley, chopped 

Melt butter; add lemon juice and parsley. Serve hot with baked or 
broiled fish. 

2 pounds cod fillets 

STEAMED COD 

I teaspoon salt 
I cup boiling water 

Sprinkle both sides of fillets with salt. Place fillets on rack 
with water in cooker. Place cover on cooker, and allow steam to flow 
from vent pipe to release all air from cooker. Steam 8 minutes at 15 
pow1ds pressure. Let pressure return to zero. Serve hot with a rich, 
bri ght colored sauce, orl~ake and use in cocktails, salads, or other 
recipes callinG f or flaked or canned cod. Makes 6 servings. 

2 tub Ie spoons butter 
2 tablespoons flour 
I cup hot milk 

EGG SAUCE 

3 hard cooked eggs '* teaspoon salt 
dash pepper 

Melt butter and blend in flour. Add the milk gradually stirring 
constantly, and cook until thick and smooth. Chop the hard cooked eggs, 
savin~ one yolk for garnishing. Add chopped eggs and seasonings. Serve 
hot over boiled or steamed fish. 

_ Po _ 
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BOILED COD 

2 pounds cod fillets 2 quarts water 
2 tablespoons salt 

Place fillets o~ a plate and tie plate containing the fillets in a 
piece of cheese cloth. Lower the plate into boiling salted water and 
simmer for 10 minutes; remove plate containing the fillets and drain 0 

Remove the fillets carefully to a hot platter and serve with an Egg 
Sauce 0 Makes 6 servingso 

Boiled cod fillets may be flaked and used in cocktails, salads 
or other re~ipes calling for flaked or canned codo 

2 cups flaked cod 
~ cup celery, chopped 
t cup sweet pickle, chopped 

COD SALAD 

4 eggs, hard cooked 
1 tablespoon lemon juice 
-t ,;-AP mayonnaise 

Mix all ingredients together lightlyo Chill. Serve on lettuce 
leaves garnished with slices of egg o Makes 6 servingso 

Note: Reproduced through the courtesy of BETTER FOOD, March 1947, 
Whitney Publications, Inc. 
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