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NOTES ON SHRH1P FISHING ALONG 'l'HE NEW ENGLAND COAST 

By Lionel A~ Walford, Chief, Bran ch · of ' Fishe~ Biology 
'I 

There lives along the North American coast from· Cape Cod to Nova Scotia a 
large population of Northern shrimps., These are deep water animals, found in 
depths of 35 to over 400 fathoms, very different in appearance from the small 
shrimps of shallow· brackish sloughs or from the large ones of the Gulf of Mex­
ico~ They are the largest shrimps of the New England coast, reaching a total 
length of about eight inGhe~, and the most brilliant~ colored, being deep 
pink to bright red allover the bodyo 

They are most cornmon~ found in water of 60 to 100 fathoms in depth, usu­
ally (though not always) on soft mud. During the late winter, however, they 
mpve inshore to Spa'iVIl in depths of 20 to 50 fa thorns II At that time they are 
often taken incidentally in lobster pots or in flounder trawlse Some. time . in 
late spring or early summer they return to their usual haunts in deeper waterll 

) They may be taken on ·the bottom only during the day and LYl grea test quanti ties 
on·, brightest days . They are usually found in r egions whe re several kinds of 
bottorr~liVing . fishes are alsp abundant. Hence, catches of shrimps are near~ 
always associated vrL th l ar ge quantities of rosefish (bream), whiting, hake , 
flounders, etc o . 

Although it has .long been knol"m that northern shrimps a re .probably commer­
cially abundant, . their habits are such that special gear and me t hods ar e needed 
t o catch them in profitable quantitiese Hence, fishermen have been a cquainted 
wi t h them on~ ~ occasional incidental catches on inshore grolUlds during the 
late ",Tinter . In 1927, the General Seafoods Corporation built special gear, err­
gaged a bo.at, and carried on a nWl1ber of fishing experiments t o investi ga te 
the extent of a possible shrimp fishe ryo Although their vmrk showed that the 
shrimps are indeed commerciall;)r abundant on the New England coast, it "\'Ja s dis­
continued owing to the fact that there was at that time no mar ke t for the' 
large mimber df ros efish and whiting t aken a lC'lng ,d. t h the shrimps t) 

That objection being now no longe r tenable, another series of fi shing ex­
periments was carried on this ye ar a t the suggestion of Dr .. J0han Hjort, the 
scientist who ihstituted the fishery for these shrimps in Norway . The work 
was done on b~ard the fishing sche~ner NEW DAIVN, and under the auspices of the 
Fisherman1s Relief Corporation of Portland, Maine~ and the Feder at ed Fis hing 
Boats of New England and New York, Inc e Captain Ho Hoium, a Norwegi an shrimp 
fisherman, came to this country especial·ly to demonstrat e the gear and the me­
thods used in Norway~ and the writer was detailed qy the Ve Se Bureau of Fish­
eries to observe and r eport the 0xperiments~ 

~~ This l eafl et supersedes I-57 



The prLlcipal r esult of this work, bes ide giving data on the distribution 
of the shrimps, was to convince fishermen who wer e on board the NEW DAvVN that 
ther e is a potential fishery here for small boats of 30 to 60 f eet. In addi­
tion to the catches made on the NEW DAWN, we have collected r ecords from 
various sources of other catches , made by the r esearch vessel ATLANTIS of the 
Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution, by the General Seafoods C~rporation boat, 
and by individual fishermen interviewed along the coas t from Boston to East­
port . The loca tions of these catches are shawn in figure 1 . . 

Catching and Mar keting the orthern Shrimp 
Fish ing Gear. 

The gear which Captain Hoium had on the NEV{ DAWN was ~pical of that gener­
al~ used by sh rimp fisher men in Nor ay, where the otter trawl is the standard 
gear for this wo rk. In es sential r espects it 'was not very unlike American 
trawls. In the net proper there was no particular featur e without mich shrimps 
could not be caught, other thun a mesh size small enough to hold the shrimps 
(but not smal l er than 1 314 inches ; otheI"ll ' s e too many small shr imp '/Ould be 
caught) . The type of ne t used in Norway is sho1;m diagrammatically in figur es 2 
and 3 . The cost of the tTline is a proximat e1y ~50 . 00 . 

The Norwegi an shrimp trawl has been designed particularly to make clean 
hauls free of mud; for if mud and shrimps a r e permit ted to mix in the net, the 
shrimps a r c entirely ruined for the markcte This probl em has been solved by 
a t taching a s rvee p-rope 'which hangs six inches bela 7 the foot-ro e, suspended by 
sever al short pi eces of hc a'V'J twine vihich eTe s paced about seven inches apart 
in the middl e of the net t o three f eet apart in the vlings . The s '~ep-rope 

should be made of old rope that vrill not kink end can be VI igh d nth stone, 
l ead or chain weights of one to t wo pounds each a ttached a t points vlhere the 
short l engths of t vrine connecting sv;eep--l"ope to foot-rope are fastened ~ The 
sweep-rope may be t he same length as the foot-rope, or it may extend about 
five inches past t he end of each vnng, It is f astened at i ts end dir e ctly to 
t he foot-rope e Head-ropo and fo ot-rope continue past the end of the wing for 
about 6t f ee t t o form a vring bridl e .. Each wing is kept spr ead by a spr eader 
stick vh ich is attache d between head- and foot-ropes about 16 inches beyond 
the end of the wing~ The head-rope i s buoyed 'with gl ass floats. The bal ance 
bebiTGen the floats on the head-rope and t he '\7eights on the s, eep-rope is so ad-

. justed that the wei ghts of t he s1'reep-r ope dr ag on the bottom while ·the foot­
rope r emains above bottom, thus keepi ng the meshes of t he net out of the mud . 

The otter boards, vh ich wei ghed about 100 pounds a ch, wer e made of 1-7/8 
inch oak planks, and wer e 35 inches long by 27t inches high, including the 
shoes . The shoe Yla S a pi ece of iron st i nches vlide by 1-7/8 inches thick, 
viz .. , J. s thick as t he pl anking, fitting edgevris e al ong the bottom edge of the 
lO'wer mos t wooden pl ank, forming t hus the bott om pl ank of t he door . Each board 
Vlas pr ovided 1';1. t h a three- vmy chain bracke t for the t ovring yare a ttachment and 
a t yro- way chain br acke t for the net atta chment; and was connected to the ne t by 
a line ei ght to 10 f 2t homs long. The bridle wires, 100 fathoms ' long, "wer e of 
3/8 inch steel cable . 

Captain Hoium's oper ai;.ion of t he gear Vla s essentially the same as for or­
din£uy otter-trawl dragging, vri t h one exception; and of this he made an import­
ant point: The ne t must not drag on the bottom f aster and not much slov.;e r than 



- 3 

about l-} miles an hour. This fact~ theexplana tlon of which no theory was 
offered, was l earned in Norway oIl:ly after. much experimenting with various 
speeds .. 

On reaching the surface, the ~dngs, square and part of the belly were 
hauled aboard, t hus concentra ting the catch in the cod-end. Then Captain 
Hoium stirred the ca tch with a long pole, in order to separ at e the shrimps 
vffi ich sank to the bottom of the bag, from the rosefish, which floa t ed to the 
top. Then he divided the bag into t wo sections with a splitting strap and 
hauled aboard the lower cod-end section conta ining the shrimps. The cod-end 
'was then r e-tied and dropped overboard, the r err19.in'ing fish collected into it, 
and again hauled on de ck with the balnnce of the catch. 

. Prepar ation of Shrimps for Market. 

As soon as the shrimps vre r e lcmded, t hey wer e collected a t once , cleaned 
of all invertebrat e animals and of bottom debris, and cooked a s soon as pos­
sible . It VIas Captain Hoium I s content ion, and the observers on the NEW DAWN 
generally agreed, that the sooner the shrimps ar e cooked, the better their 
flavor. Ideally, th~ should be cooked like lobsters, dumped 'quickly into 
vigorously boiling .wa t er whil e still alive . Ther efore, it is ne cessa~ to 
have cookers on board for t his purpose . 

On the NEW DAvVN gasoline stoves wer e used on deck, protected from vdnd 
and wat er by iron drums in v!hich a door had been cut, nnd from· the danger of 

) fire by asbestos wrappings around the gasoline contai ner. The cooking r e­
torts wer e 15 gallon galvcm ized cans, which wer e suspended on tho inside of . 
the drum by hooks from the t op . The essential f eature of the cooking appa~ 
a tus, however, is t ha t the flame of t he stove must be constantly strong 
enough to boil a large quantity of wat er quickJ.y, and keep it boiling vigor­
ously . 

In Non~ay, 30 to 40 pounds of shrimps ar e dunped (not poured) into 10 
gallons of boiling sea wat er, to which is 2.dded four qu~,rts of coarse - ground 
salt. Smaller quantities may be used in similar proportions . The best r e­
sults ar e obtained by cooking the shrimps i n small lots. As soon ' a s ttey ar e 
i n the wa t er, they a r e stirred thoroughl y and the container tightly cover ed. 
They ar e per mitted to cook about t wo minutes afte'r the wat er again comes to a 
vigorous boil. They ar e t hen r emoved '\f.)i th a dip-net and spr end out in a 
shallow l ay er in clec\n boxes to cool.. When cold, they 2. r e packed i n tigh tly 
covered tins and put on ice . . Fresh 'wat er or ice must never come in direct 
contact vdth them during the commercia l handling . 

The s ame cooking wat er may be used r cpec. t edly until about 150 pounds of 
shrimp's' have been cooked in it, after which fresh water must be prepar ed. 
After the first lot has been cooked, ¢orc snlt (lla handfull!) must be added 
for each additional lot. The s alt acts as a pres erva tive . Although the 
quantity used by Nonvegians w~y prove too much for American t aste, it can be 
largely r emoved by soaking the shrimps in fresh wa't er before proparing them 
for the t able. 
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Ther e a r e s eve r a l 'ways of pr epa r ing shrimp for ma r ke t: (1) Raw whole , 
(2 ) Ra,'! hea ded, (3) Raw peel ed (fresh), (4) Raw peel e d (frozen), (5) Cooke d 
hole , (6) Cooked ' headed, and (7) Cooked pe el e d. Only a long pe riod of ITI.2.r­

ke t expe r imen t ing will t e ll which me t hod will be most successful o It nrust 
be r emember ed, howe ver, thC'.t if the shrimps a r e sold r aw, th8y ,'1ill probably 
ne ,-:; t unf ,wor ,-,bl e co r:petition with thq southe rn species, of 1Ahich the fle sh 
i s f irne r and v/hich keep longer. If they a r e sold cooked, on the othe r hand, 
it is pos s i bl e they may be t aken by the public a s an entire~y new product. 

Can a Profitable Shrinp Industry Be 
Deve l ope d in t he Gulf of Maine? 

Obs e r ver s on boa rd t he ~1E\;r DAYJN who are professionnl fisher men f elt con­
\~n ce d a t t he conclusion of t he cxpe r~nental fishing tha t enough shri~p live 
in t he Gulf of Mai ne to support a fishery, and t hC'.t this fishe ry would prob­
a bl y be most prof i t abl y cC'. r ried on by boc.ts of the 30 to 60 foot clRss. It 
t hus r emo..i ns onl y f or fisher men to obte.in t he ne ce s sar .r gear and begin. 

AS t o h ow much money such a boa t cnn expect t o make a t s hrimp fishi ng , 
t hat cann ot be tol d in advan ce c:.ny more . c2.sily t hen h ow much money a boa t can 
m.2.ke a t ho. ddock dre.gging o As much depends upon t he marke t a s on t he bO['.t and 
fis l or Dcn . ~bole sale deal e rs i n Portl~nd and Boston, however, have given as­
sur 2.ncc: tha t t hey can abs or b any qU(l,ntity of shrinp t aken i n New Engl a nd. 

For t un::.. t ely, i n a ddition t o the shrimps "hi ch a r e c <;1.ught i n the small-
ne shed trC!vrl , a l a r ge qu;mti ty of f i s h a r e 2.1so t o.ken , whi ch can contribute ~ 
cons idt.-: r abl y t o t he pr ofits of s hrir.:ping . For every hundr ed pounds of shrimp 
cQ.ught on the i'mll- DAhN t h8r e ','{G r e 500 pounds of r os efish (re dfish or breC',-"'1l ), 
300 pounds of I'lh iting (s ilver hake ), cmd 80 pounds of miscellane ous fishe s 
like flounder s, cusk, cod, an d h<lddock . Thus , n ore money wa s made from the 
fish than froD t he s hrimps . 

Conser vntion. 

rihat ever kind of genr is s el e ct ed for s hrimp fishing in New Engla11d, whe­
ther the Norwegi an net or the Gen er al Sco..foods Corpora tion ne t, or a combina­
tion of the t wo, or the beam trawl, or tra ps , s mal l mes h must be used; and the 
tine to decide vlhat i s the best size of nesh is noVl, a t the beginning, not l a­
t er, a fte r peopl e ha ve alreaqy investe d t hGir noney . If the me sh size is too 
small, t he cc..tch wi l l consis t of many small sh rimps of unm · rkct able size , 
'which :OlUst be l aborious ly picked out and throvm overboa r d . Furthe rmor e , such 
wholes nl e destr uction of young shrimp before t hey he.vG had a chance to spawn 
~~ll eventually r esult in depl e t i on of the population and con s equent ' ruina tion 
of ~nJr i ndustry t hat may be devel ope d . A s t r etche d me sh s iz e of 1 3/4 inches 
will t ake nostly the !i1ar ke t o.ble and matur"'! s hrimp, and free the uns <.L'lbl c.: ~mu.r: :.·;· 
ones . Mesh smalle r thCl..'1 tha t siZG 'will be unne ces sarily destructive t o the 
young . The us e of such a mes h fr om t he beginning may very well obviate any 
l .t e r ne8d for cl os ed seasons , r estri cte d fishing a r ea s, a nd othe r desper a t e 
ne~ sure s to sa ve the popul a tion . 
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Explana tion of Figures. 

Figure 1 .. - Showing whe r e northe rn shrimps h3ve been 
t aken a long the Nev; Engl'md coa st. Tri­
angles indic2. t e SUJilIller ca tche s mnde by 
the ATLANTIS, by the ve s sel of the Gen­
e r al Seaf oo ds Corpor a tion, and o t he rs. 
Circles r epre s ent auturnn ca tche s, ma de 
r.J.ostly by the NEH DA~m . 

Re ctcm gl e s indic2, t.e winte r 8 .~ tche s made 
by v3riou s pc ople~ Bl a ckene d figur e s 
r epr c l3 cn t C C'. tche. s of n ore t han 30 pounds; 
open f i gure s cec tche s of 1 0 SS than 30 
pounds per hour of dra gging e 

Figure 2 . - Plan of "-1. shri!:lp travvl gener a l l y used in 
Norv.,'ay . All d i moDs i ons G. r c i n mesh counts) 
unle ss oth8 rv~-i. s e s t a t ed , The cod-end is 
ma de of 1 3/ 4 inch mesh, 12 t hrea d t-,'rine . 

Fi gure 3 . Bot tom view of a Nor wegi an shrimp t r 2..wl, 
s hov,ing t he r el a t:~on bc t w8Gn t he dincn­
sions of f oo t- cmd he2.d-rope s ('md t he 
p~rts of t he ne t. 
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