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Commercial crayfishing i:q. Michigan was first brought to my 

attention in May, 1938, when Dr. Hazzard showed me correspondence on 

the subject between Mr. Westerman,. Dr. Hazzard, und Conservation Officer 

Erwin Belfy. Officer Belf'sJ's lett er to Mr. Westerman contained notes 

on the method of fishing with box traps iL Garden Bay, the prices received 

by the fishermen, and the market. 

I wrote Officer Belfy inquirini; about the fishery and asking for 

specimens of t he cra;rfish caught. ~Ie referred my letter to Officer 

T. J. 2/lc llon of L:anistique, but it was answered by J. D. Stephansky, 

Assistant Di strict Supc:::-visor. Mr. Stephansky's letter included 

notat ions , Vfl"i tten by Officer Belfy, on the types of "crabs" lmoVin to 

the fishermen, and informed me that specimens were being sent by 

John Potvin, Jr.~ the fire warden at Ge.rden. 

Fourteen specimens in ice were received from Warden Potvin on 

July 23, 1938. There were ~•ro species in t..11.e lot., Ca.l'Jlbarus virilis 
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and C. propinquus. Both of these forms occur in the inland waters 

throughout the state, and in the Great Lakes. There were seven s pecimens 

of each, and all were males. The virilis averaged 3 3/4 inches in total 

length (tip of rostrum to end of' telson); the propinquus averaged 

2 1/8 inches in total length. These are approxinately the maximu.,.~ ave~~ce 

sizes for these species. Little is known about the life histo~J of 

.£• virilis, but the propinquus specimens were probably one year old and 

would not have lived much more than four to six months longer. Without 

doubt the virilis represented the crayfish most sought after col"lI!lercially. 

(The specimens are in the collection of the Museum of Zoology.) 

On August 10, 1940, my wife and I visited Garden, Michigan, and saw 

a little of the crayfishing at first hand. l.~. Joe Hennes, who is apparently 

tr..c IP.a.ding exponent of the business on Garden Bay, kindly permitted us to 

accompany hil'!l and his two sons on hi_s power boat while they eT.A.mned some 

of riis traps. We 'Here out about three hours and have a fe,.v photographs of 

what we saw. 

The traps are essentially as described b,J Officer Belfy. They are 

box traps made of laths, with a funnel, or cone-shaped entrance at each 

end. The dimensions are about 10n x 1011 x 18". The space bet11veen ·the 

laths is ahout 3/e 1.n.ch, so that only relatively large cra:•£'i sh are tak'3n. 

The top is removable for insertion of bait aud removal of the catch. A 

pieee of concrete in each end rr!.e.kes t he box si:nk to the bottom. 

F-::,r bait, a piece of fish ( chopped la:viyers on . the day we were t:1ere) 

i$ suspen.ded on a ,'Tire hook from the top of the tra:p. Lines of a.s man~, 

as JOO traps are set in, roughly, 5 to JO feet of ,mter. Ea.ch trap is 

mar~:ed by a. float at the end of a lene;th of 1/'...:-" clothes line O!' light 

rope. They a.re examined and rebai teJ. -b:ro 0 :i.· -':;h:· ;:;c ~ir.·.es e. week, and a.re 
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ocoasionall:r noved to ot'fv~:r bottoms. I'fl.!'+ of the lifti.:.-ii:; we. s clone by 

i.o,.,.1-:oe. t, part from tl1e ".l 01·;er boat. :r the latter case, the boat was 

t :1rottled to slow speed and steered a.long the li!'.1.e of floats, which Y,ere 

aoout 100 feet apart. While one boy "gaffed" the floats ·with an iron 

hook and lifted the traps, the other removed cray:N.sh and reba.ited tho 

tra:.:, s for resetting in a.not!ler !)lace . The c'.'.tch ~e cmed to avere.ge, 

perhaps, 15 crayfish per trap. 

The crayfish which were ke;,t were p:--nctica.lly a.11 -..ririli~, of about 

· l.n 1.1. " 3~ to~ total length. Smaller individuals ,..,ere culled out Rnd released 

in the Bay. i'hese v:ere pra.ctican~, ::i.11 rropinquus and ha<l t:-~P, r"J;u.te.tion 

of l>ein;; ,;rr:. f P.:rch and sm.allmouth bass be.it. 

:~11e crayfisl1 \":ere p~c1:ed into fl a.t Y.r0nd0n boxes, a.bol.lt 200 to the 

box, and kept in :i cool celle.r, '.'.~_th :;:-orhe.ps a little ice on top of the 

box during hot weather. Twice e. 11:eek Mr. Eennes drove do,\n to Green D~.y 

vi.th his c~tch. He said he receiveu aso~t C5 cents per hundred 

crayfish fro"n the ,,,holesa.lers. 

The me.in demand for these animal~, apparently, is a.s a tidbit or 

delicacy to be ea.ten w:i. th beer in the Chicago-?.Iilwaukee district. They 

are prepared by tearin6 away most of the ceph~.lothorax and tossine; the 

rest, claws, legs, and abdomen, into boiling salt ·water. They are 

cooked about five minutes, until they turn a bright red. We tried them 

that evenin;; e.nd considered them fully as good as the vrell-known shrimp., 

although a little hard.er to eat, since it is customary to serve them in 

the shells. l~ost of the meat, of course., is in the tail. 

~Ve saw a.nd heard nothing to indicate that the small crayfish were 

used in any way except locally as bait. As stated above, practicall:r 

a.11 of the small ones we savr were of the species propinquus, vihioh i;,Jpically 

does not grow very large. Because of the spacing of the laths on the traps, 
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it is not like l y -';L.0.t P.:1;,r consi_r't'c",:?:"!.".1;:;l o !:.wdier of ret>.lly sne.ll, young 

crayfish are ca.ubht. I:.!oreove!·, ·1':r. Hermes said tha.t he fished fer crayfish 

only in the sUI!'.mer, when the fishing for perch, etc., was at low ebb. 

If this is tru~, I doubt that many a.dult females carrying eggs or young 

are taY-en, because other related species hatch their young during the 

le.te winter and early spring. 

On the other hand, only scant,J notes are available on the habits 

of Ca.mbarus virilis. It is possible that this species r.ay have habits 

quite different from those of better 1::nm~u forms. Collections of fishes 

::1~.C:.e b~- l)r. C. L. Hubbs on Septer::i.ber 7 and 8, 1940, in Little Day de lfoc, 

~ee.r the tip of Peninsula Point, contained a nwnber of small c. virilis. 

Dr. Iiubbs reported t ½at he found unusually large numbers of the young 

crayfish in ea.ch seine haul. this may indicate that these shallow shore 

waters are used as nursery areas by this species. 

Periodic quantitative collections and marking are two methods which 

would be well adapted to a study of the life cycle of C. virilis. I 

should be glad to cooperate with the Institute in any ·W11.~, in adding to 

our knowledge of these animals. I believe they constitute a relc..tivel;;

untouched natural resource in Michigan. 
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