Half-a-Million Lobsters

By: Roland H. Sherwood 


Lobsters! Live Lobsters! Five hundred thousand pounds of ‘em! Enough for twenty five full carloads. Lobsters, alive and vicious. Red lobsters, Black-green lobsters, yellow lobsters and pink lobsters. Live lobsters weighing one pound, five pounds, ten pounds fifteen pounds twenty pounds and all the other weights in between. Live lobsters with a name on every leg; with hammer claws, with spike claws, with shovel claws, with no claws. Quick, snapping two pound lobsters; and slow moving jumbo lobsters of fifteen pounds with barnacles on their shells! 

No it is not a dream, but actuality to be seen at the world’s largest live lobster plant any day during the short two months of the lobster season in Pictou County, Nova Scotia. 


Anchored in four fathoms of swift water one half mile off shore, in a little cove known as bay view inlet, is the plant of the Maritime Packers. Ltd, the largest shippers of live lobsters in the world.

Bay View, where the “floats” are located, lies six miles east of the Shire town of Pictou, in Pictou County, and is a busy spot during the lobster season. Along the shore are the canning factories of the Maritime Packers Ltd., Burnham and Morrill, and Logan and Roberts- all taking large shipments of lobsters. But it is to the float of The Maritime Packers, Ltd., during the months of May and June, that hundreds of thousands of live lobsters are brought, in swift motor boats and fishing smacks, from the trapping grounds of Prince Edward Island, Caribou, Pictou Island, The Magdalens, and all along the Northumberland Coast. For this rocky seabed is a very hothouse for lobsters. 

If one wishes to see these lobsters of odd shapes, sizes, and colours, it is necessary to visit the floats at Bay View, for, although, these are undoubtedly freak lobsters, they are not kept for curiosity’s sake. The season is short and no time is lost in marvelling over or preserving these odd specimens that turn up daily in the sorting. It is all in the day’s work, and they go into the crates along with the other shellfish. 

Separating the live lobster float from the shore at Bay View is a stretch of treacherous waters. For between the surging waters of Northumberland Strait and Bay View Inlet is a small passage way through which sea runs with a swift current, due to the pressure of the Strait it, And the inlet runs fast and deep. Here there is no gentle sloping of the beach, but a sheer drop from shallow water into the green, swift depths. Fishing smacks drawing six feet of water, come in close along shore. 
Sorting and Plugging

At low tide it is safe, with a good boatman, to cross to the floats in a rowboat, but when the swift waters of flood tide are running no one attempts the crossing except in a power boat. 


Once on the float, we can find it nothing more than a series of large, wire enclosed cages, with just their tops out of water, in which the center of which are placed the trays containing the live lobsters. Each cage is fifteen feet square, and they are fastened together to make a string 400 feet long. There are four such strings with a twelve-foot waterway between each. Heavy anchors at four ends hold the floats firmly in their place. Down the center of each one of these strings of crates extends a row of electric lights, with current supplied from the power plant on board a large barge anchored at the east end. 


On this series of cages we step about gingerly, for it does not look any too safe with the sea water coming up through the crate covers but we learn that it has withstood some severe poundings during the five years it has been anchored in the cove. We also learn that the float has the characteristics of an iceberg in that four fifths of its bulk is under water. A fishing smack has just arrived and the men are unloading crates of live lobsters. We note that these are weighed, checked and placed in the waterways until convenient for the sorters, which may be only a couple hours after arrival. The crates are then taken from the water to the tables, where sorting the lobsters and plugging [unreadable] begin. Its interesting to note, that from the time they are caught until the final destination is reached each lobster is handled at least fifteen times. 


At the plugging tables men take the live lobsters, grasp their claws and insert small wooden plugs just back of the thumb knuckle, which keeps the claw shut. Sometimes rubber bands are used. This precaution is to prevent the live shipment from biting and damaging each other in transit. It is at this time that the lobsters get in their sharp work, for they not infrequently bite the hand that’s holding them. The pluggers are adept at handling the shellfish, but their hands carry the marks of many nips, the lobsters being unbelievably quick. To test their speed, we touched the tip of a lead pencil to the inside of the claws of several lobsters. The eye couldn’t follow the speed with which the jaws came together. 


A plugger who is unfortunate enough to get caught must suffer with patience, for any attempt to open the jaws will only result in more pressure being applied, and the sharp teeth will cut to the bone. Once the lobster clamps on, only a pry can open the jaws. The best and quickest way to rid oneself of the animal, we were told, was to hold the lobster up in the air by the hand to which it was clinging. In a minute it will let go, unless there is the slightest movement, in which case the shellfish will continue to hang on. 


We have often heard it stated and refuted that a lobster could shake off its claws at will. Well, out on the floats we saw it demonstrated. If hurt or frightened, they can release their claws at the second joint as quickly and neatly as you please. 
Freak Lobsters 


After the claws are plugged the lobsters are sorted to size, and sex into different crates. It is here at these sorting tables that we find the freak lobsters. 


The natural color of live lobster is blackish-green, which turns a bright red when the animal is boiled. But out of the come lobsters that are snappily alive and yet red. Here, also, one finds lobsters that are green, those of which are yellow, and still others that are pink. We learn that these odd shades are Nature’s camouflage, for they correspond to the surroundings on the sea bottom. The sorters can tell by the color just where the shellfish was caught. 

One of the curiosities for the average person is the fact that every lobster carries on each of its many legs, up close to the shell, a marking that looks as if a name had been stamped into the shell. Some say that the word is “Canada”, and your eyes can make it read that if you wish, but frankly- well, your guess is as good as ours. 


To the tables also come those lobsters with physical deformities. Claws are sometimes misshapen by battle on the sea bottom, or by nature in an ugly mood so that they could act as a shovel or a claw hammer. Some come with a claw that is not a claw at all, but a spike, and others with one large claw and a small mate, terrifying to the fact that some time before, this particular lobster had discarded his defensive weapon. We learn that the large claw of the shellfish is used to hold himself to a solid substance, while he uses the smaller, quicker, and sharper claw to wage battle. The big claw is known as the “crusher”, while the smaller is the “ripper” claw, and they are all that their names imply. Another interesting discovery was the fact that lobsters are both left and right handed. The crusher claw is on the right side and the ripper on the left in fifty percent, of the shellfish, while the reverse is true for the remaining fifty percent. Sometimes they are found with both claws the same, but this occurs about once in every hundred thousand lobsters. 

We marvelled when shown the jumbo lobsters. These weigh mostly from twelve to fifteen pounds, but often range up to twenty and twenty five pounds, with enough meat in one huge claw to equal the whole of four good-sized lobsters. These monster sea animals are mostly males and their age is doubtful, for lobsters carry no age markings on their body as do fish. At the fisheries Department we saw baby lobsters that were perfectly formed, although they were not as big as an ordinary housefly. We learned that they grow rapidly until about one inch long, then the process slows up, for a lobster must become too large for its shell before the covering is discarded. 

This shedding process is an interesting one. The lobster lies on the sea bottom with claws outspread. A slit appears in the back and the lobster actually wiggles out of its protection, backing up to pull out of the clawshell , then afterward creeping out of the tail coating. The animal leaves the shell leaves the shell and crawls away to a dark, sheltered spot to await the hardening process of the purplish material now covering it’s body. This requires only about twelve hours, then the lobster is bigger and ready to again venture forth into the marine world. 

Lobsters have no teeth, but must pulp all their food, and for this purpose they have two pulper claws just in front of their mouth. 


Although Authorities differ, it is generally agreed that lobsters weighing about twenty pounds are at least thirty five years old. The average age of the ordinary size marketable lobster is five years and up. We were shown a lobster known to be two and a half years old that was only three inches long, and shellfish must be at least nine inches in length to be of value in the live lobster market. After the Lobsters are plugged and sorted, they are placed in the trays, along with fish upon which they feed, then lowered into the cages to await shipment to markets. Sometimes this is only a matter of hours, but at times the animals are kept and fed for month. 

Special Trains to Markets


At the Bay View Inlet, work goes on throughout the night under the electric lights. In fact, most of the shipments are made up during the night and rushed to the special express cars; and here we discover another interesting sidelight on the live lobster business. Each one of the express refrigerator cars carries twenty to thirty thousand pounds of live lobsters all in crates. Here special care must be taken that enough air space is left for the shellfish. Seven to ten tons of ice are then packed into the car in such a way that no drip will touch the live shipment, for fresh water is death to lobsters. Then into the car bunkers an additional icing of six tons serves to maintain the proper temperature. Just how important this live lobster business is may be seen in the fact that the Canadian National Express operates special trains to carry the valuable shipment to Boston. 


The poor lobster must indeed be a hearty animal, for it is suddenly taken from its natural environment on the sea bottom, where light, pressure, temperature and salinity are almost constant, dumped into collection boats, then later packed tightly into crates with no chances of movement until claws have been plugged, and they are placed in trays at the float. 

We picked up a large specimen lobster with plugged claws. We felt safe, but the big fellow gave himself a sudden shake. We drop him, to find we have cut a finger. Then we discover that the claws are not the lobsters only weapons. There is only one safe way to handle the shellfish, and that is to grasp him just back of the head on the rounded part of the body. Otherwise you may run foul of the various protections the lobster carries, for its body is covered with sharp spurs. It can squeeze with its claw arms and cut with the knifelike edge of its tail. The lobster can stand a temperature range from as low as thirty-three degrees Fahr. to seventy-seven degrees Fahr. 
And, believe it or not, the lobster, although a denizen of the deep, is a close relative of the common land beetle! 
