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During summer, adult female blue crabs, such as this one foraging in a shallow Galveston Bay 
estuary, often gather in lower reaches of bay systems and migrate to spawn in near-shore 
waters. 

It was just a 4-foot piece of cheap string with a skinned chicken's neck insecurely secured to one 

end with clumsy overhand knots fashioned by the unpracticed fingers of a 5-year-old. But it 

proved the conduit through which a connection was made to the coastal marine world that has 

lasted a lifetime. 

It is a story that has been and, happily, continues to be repeated hundreds of thousands of times 

along the Texas coast and focuses on one of the most universally fascinating - and delicious - 

residents of the state's bays: blue crabs. 

That morning almost six decades ago, I pitched the tethered chicken neck into the brackish water 

of a shallow slough snaking through coastal marsh that bounded the property on which we lived. 

Squatting on the bank, I held the line in my hand and waited. It couldn't have taken long - 5-year-

old boys aren't prone to patience - before the line twitched and tightened as something unseen 

tugged on the bait. 

Bitten and smitten 



Using the slow-and-easy tactic learned by catching crawfish on morsels of bacon tied to a length 

of thread and dropped down one of the mud chimneys that sprouted like miniature gray 

stalagmites from the wet coastal prairie, I carefully lifted and pulled the string toward shore. 

My heart jumped into my mouth when the blue crab appeared in the brown/green water, red-

tipped pincers clamped to the chicken neck while its mouth greedily gnawed away on the prize 

and its "swimming" legs churned in reverse. Bereft of a net, I simply lifted the line, with 

avaricious crab attached, and swung it over the bank. The crab, figuring something was not right, 

unclamped from the bait and scuttled toward the water. I grabbed it. It grabbed me. I was bitten 

and smitten in the same instant. 

That blue crab was the first marine creature I'd caught on my own. Corralling the crustacean with 

a handy stick, I spent the next many minutes simply admiring it - and nursing a bruised and 

bleeding finger. That simple encounter hooked me on the world of coastal marine life; I wanted 

to catch and see and know about everything that lived in coastal waters. 

And the first time I ate blue crab, taking a bite of the dense, rich, white "lump" meat attached to 

those "swimmer" legs … well, blue crabs cemented their position as a symbol of coastal life. 

"They are very important resources for a lot of reasons," Glen Sutton said of blue crabs, the most 

common and familiar of the 40 or so species of crab found in Texas waters. "They're essential 

parts of the ecosystem. They have a fascinating life history. They have great economic value. 

They are a wonderful recreational resource; kids, especially, love to catch them, so they're a 

perfect way to introduce people to fishing. And, of course, they are great eating." 

Sutton would know. The Galveston Bay ecosystem leader for Texas Parks and Wildlife 

Department's coastal fisheries division has spent years studying, researching and working with 

the bay's marine life and has been involved in in-depth study of the state's blue-crab fishery. 

That fishery has been struggling. As gauged by TPWD's long-term monitoring of inshore marine 

life, the number of blue crabs in Texas waters tumbled over the past 15-plus years. 



"There's definitely been a significant decline over the long term, especially from recent peaks in 

the 1980s and '90s," Sutton said. 

Decline has slowed 

That decline is seen most readily in the landing of blue crabs by commercial fishers. Texas 

commercial crabbers hauled in 11.7 million pounds of blue crabs in 1998. In 2006, that had 

fallen to 1.9 million pounds. 

"It was a gradual, steady decline that bottomed out in 2006," Sutton said of the blue-crab 

numbers. 

Since then, the population has leveled off and even increased a bit. But recovery has been slow. 

"It's certainly taking longer than expected," Sutton said. 

Part of the lagging recovery almost certainly is tied to the drought that has bedeviled Texas for 

much of the past decade. The lack of freshwater runoff, necessary to pump nutrients into 

estuaries and maintain the range of salinity levels crucial to the life cycle of blue crabs, may be a 

big reason for continued depressed blue-crab stocks. 

Odds are overwhelming 

Blue crabs have a fascinating, complex life history. Adult male blue crabs prefer water with 

lower salinity, and often are concentrated in upper reaches of bay systems. Adult females are 

more comfortable in higher salinities and often are concentrated in lower portions of bays. 

Juvenile females move to the fresher upper reaches of the bay when they approach their final 

molt. They mate during the brief period between when they shed their hard carapace and regrow 

the shell they will wear for the rest of their life. 

After mating, which usually peaks in late spring or early summer, female crabs move toward the 

lower bay. There, usually in June and July, they make a mass exodus from the bays to the near-

shore Gulf water to spawn. 



Female blue crabs develop eggs, fertilizing them with sperm they stored from their mating weeks 

or months before, with the eggs attached in a mass on the underside of the crab. 

Those eggs quickly develop and hatch, with the larvae slowly floating back into the bay on tides. 

The eggs and larvae require high-salinity water - 20 parts per thousand or higher - to survive. 

Anything less and they will perish. 

The larval crabs, transforming as they go, move toward estuaries. Those estuaries, especially 

those with lower salinity created by freshwater runoff, provide a relative sanctuary for the 

juvenile crabs. They need it; only one or two of the million or so eggs produced by a female blue 

crab will survive to adulthood. 

"That freshwater gives them some protection from predation," said Sutton, noting juvenile crabs 

are devoured by just about every fish in the bay. 

Crabs, themselves, devour just about anything, from detritus on the bay bottom to oysters, fish, 

vegetation and even each other. One scientific paper says of their food habits: "… juvenile and 

adult blue crabs have been described as opportunistic benthic detritivores, omnivores, primary 

carnivores, cannibals and general scavengers." 

Peak season is now 

That varied and enormous appetite makes them vulnerable to those of us who like to catch blue 

crabs. Their ubiquitousness throughout the bay system, especially their habit of spending much 

time in shallow water along shorelines where bank-bound folk can access them, adds to the 

opportunity. And this time of year - late summer through early autumn - is arguably the best time 

of year for crabbing. The crabs hatched this past year have reached adulthood, so the population 

of adult crabs is likely at its annual peak. 

Recreational crabbing can be as simple as tying a chicken neck to a string and pitching it into the 

water from a place such as the Texas City Dike, a bay-front pier or dock or even a bayou or canal 

connected to the bay. Or use a crab net - a mesh net, baited with a chunk of mullet or other non-



game fish, suspended horizontally in the water by multiple lines attached to a rigid frame - in the 

same places. 

If you want to get really serious, use crab traps, the wire-mesh boxes with openings allowing 

crabs, attracted to bait placed in a compartment in the trap's center, to easily enter but not so 

easily find their way out. Recreational crabbers are limited to using no more than six traps (no 

limit on number of crab lines or crab net), and those traps must meet several design 

requirements, be marked with a buoy meeting certain requirements and wear a gear tag listing 

the owner's name, address and date the trap was set. 

A valid saltwater fishing license is required of those 17 and older. There is no daily limit of blue 

crabs, but only crabs measuring 5 inches or more in width can be retained. Complete rules 

governing recreation crabbing are on TPWD's website at tpwd.texas.gov. 

Recreational crabbing isn't high drama. But it is a direct and tactile (sometimes too tactile) way 

to connect with something simultaneously very basic and so complex it's beyond description. It 

can change a young life. Or at least provide the makings of a great meal. 
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