
  FISH 101


  Buying Fish


  In general, it’s important to trust your fish supplier. Unfortunately there are many deceptive practices that allow fish retailers to pass off lower quality or older fish as better product. Harbor Fish always uses unadulterated fish, with no extenders, chemicals, or preservatives. And we will always label our fish carefully to be sold accurately. Hopefully your fish supplier works the same way. The best way to know is by reputation and consistency. Also, and this seems obvious, but it must be said, follow your instincts! Is your fish market’s staff knowledgeable? Is the market clean? Does it smell good or bad? A well-run market will smell more like the ocean and less “like fish.” Go to someone you consistently have good experiences with. Word of mouth is king!


  Remember the following when purchasing fish at your local market:


  • The trick to buying fresh fish is to use your senses. The nose tells all. Fresh fish should have almost no odor, or smell faintly of the ocean. It should certainly not have any offensive odor. When you get your fish home, it can develop a slight odor from being packed, but a quick rinse under cold water should clarify the situation.


  • You can follow visual cues, as well. Fillets should be bright and shiny. The flesh should be translucent, and should never appear dull or dry. Whole fish should have clear (not cloudy) eyes, a freshly cleaned (even a little bloody) belly cavity, and lively red (not brown or pale) gills.


  • It’s also good to touch the fish when the occasion allows. The flesh should feel plump and firm to the touch, never mushy or saggy.


  • Some people are finicky about bones in their fish. Most whitefish fillets (with the exception of cusk) are sold without bones, but fish is still processed by hand, so there is occasionally some human error. And of course many other species and cuts (salmon steaks come to mind) are deliberately left with bones in them. Most people don’t have a problem eating around the bones, but if you have a preference, we encourage you not to be shy about asking your fishmonger to double check your fillets for bones before you leave the store.
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  Sources


  One potential area for confusion when buying your fish is the choice between farm-raised and wild product. This is an ever changing, and in some cases controversial, topic, and our cookbook is not the area for an in-depth discussion of the details, but we do want to at least help you make as informed a decision as you can.


  There are basically three ways to categorize the sources of seafood:


  1. Wild


  Wild product simply refers to seafood that is hunted, caught, or harvested in its natural environment. This is obviously the most natural way to source seafood, but wild fish stocks are being drastically regulated to prevent overfishing. (As a result, sustainability is currently a very hot topic in the seafood world.


  Each fishery has its own methods of regulation, whether reducing fleets, reducing season length, or changing the size of nets to allow small fish to escape. Each solution brings about new problems and new questions, and the dialogue and research continues on all levels of government and the industry.


  As a supplier, we regularly look at up-to-date industry research to determine what species we can sell responsibly. For example, cod has been overfished globally, but Gulf of Maine cod is a relatively healthy, well-protected, well­monitored fishery. While that remains true, we’ll continue to enjoy cod. It is currently legal to sell shark, as well as Patagonian toothfish (Chilean sea bass), but Harbor Fish has stopped doing so because we know that those species are currently in danger of being overfished in their native areas.


  2. Farm Raised


  Farm-raised seafood is product that has been brought as a smolt (baby fish) or seed into a controlled environment (pen or fenced-in area), fed, administered medicines, grown, and sold.


  Currently, the most commonly farmed species are those most commonly sold types of fish: salmon, catfish, tilapia, Arctic char, and shrimp (especially the black tiger variety from Indonesia). Obviously, farming these fish creates a consistent supply, but aquaculture has not been around for much longer than a couple of decades, and has had its growing pains and controversies. In early years, pens were overcrowded and stagnant. Fish droppings damaged the sea floor beneath the pens, and disease formed and ran rampant, leading to heavy use of antibiotics. Feed was treated with heavy dyes to enhance the color of the fish’s meat. In some countries, farmed fish were fed animal by-products, resulting in much higher growth rates, but also meaning that people wishing to avoid the ingestion of animal fats were unknowingly getting them through their fish.


  The good news here is that aquaculturists have improved their practices immensely. In Denmark’s Faroe Islands, for example, where Harbor Fish currently sources its farmed salmon, producers are no longer overcrowding their pens, they move the pens constantly, they are not using antibiotics, and they’re limiting the amount of food dyes they use. Of course, not all countries and producers are as quick to change, so this is another area where it’s important to trust your fishmonger.


  3. Managed Resources


  Managed resources are technically also farmed species, but they are kept or grown in environments that are not as much controlled as optimized. Most often these are shellfish. The best example of this — right here in Maine — is rope-grown mussels. Wild mussels attach themselves to rocks, seaweed, and other structures on the sea floor, and collect their food from the water as the tide changes. When mussels are farmed, the seeds are attached to ropes that dangle off rafts, which are placed in carefully chosen locations to maximize the tidal food supply. The mussels are not fed or medicated, and the rafts have virtually no environmental impact whatsoever. The resulting mussel, meanwhile, has lived a relatively stress-free life, and is typically cleaner and juicier than its wild counterpart.


  These kinds of techniques are working with other shellfish species, like oysters, Manila clams, and even steamer clams. These species (and some mussels as well) can have their seeds planted along the ocean floor in river openings or inlets, where the water salinity is monitored and the environment is ideal for the natural growth of the animal, which is then harvested by hand, ensuring a much higher quality than we generally see with wild shellfish.


  Storing Seafood


  There are, of course, several methods for storing your seafood. The best method varies according to the specific product you’re storing:


  • To keep lobster meat, crabmeat, fish fillets, steaks, or scallops for a few hours or overnight, put your product in a watertight container like a Ziploc plastic bag, and place the bag into a bowl of ice cubes. Then put that bowl in the fridge. In most cases, product will keep for a day, or even two — the important factor is to have ice surrounding your product as much as possible.


  • Never keep shellfish (clams, oysters, mussels), which should be tightly closed and therefore alive, in standing water. We usually put them in a plastic bag in a bowl, in the refrigerator, but without ice. Though bivalves don’t breathe air, we’ve had more success when there are a couple of holes poked in the bag.


  • Lobsters must simply be kept cold to stay alive out of salt water. They can sometimes make it two or three days kept directly in the crisper drawer of your refrigerator. You can also keep them in an iced cooler. (Keep the lobsters separate from the ice! They will “drown” in fresh water as the ice melts. And no, you can’t keep them in a filled bathtub. Sheesh.)


  • Freezing seafood can be a little tricky as most home freezers aren’t very consistent, so to avoid freezer burn, we don’t recommend keeping your frozen seafood for a very long time (really not longer than a week or two). Put your fresh fish in a Ziploc plastic bag, and add a touch of water (salty water, or brine, is even better) before freezing it. It’s always good to freeze fish in smaller portions so that it freezes more quickly. Add a little milk to lobster or crab meat before you freeze it. We don’t recommend freezing whole lobster without the proper equipment, so cook your lobster and simply freeze the meat picked out of the shell.


  VARIETIES OF FISH

  Groundfish


  In the fish and seafood business, we often talk about our appreciation of groundfish, as we do steakfish, shellfish, southern fish, and other live products. In our parlance, groundfish refers to those species of fish that swim near the ocean floor and are harvested in the North Atlantic by draggers, gillnetters, and hook boats.


  Groundfish includes (but is not limited to) the following: haddock, cod, hake, pollock, cusk, monkfish, flounder, sole, and skate. Haddock, cod, and pollock are very similar in structure, and are essentially interchangeable in cooking. Similarly, flounder and sole may easily be substituted for each other. While we’ve put together each dish in this book carefully, don’t feel bad about trying these dishes with substitutes if you want (or have) to. Some of the differences have to do with texture more than flavor. For example, you might choose cod loin because of the thickness of a cut of cod, or you might choose hake because of the fibrous nature of the meat.


  Cod, haddock, and pollock all flake similarly when cooked, and can be baked, fried, sautéed, put in chowders or stews, used in casseroles, or in tacos. Hake, meanwhile, is a more fibrous fish in texture and is great fried, baked in the oven, corned, or boiled. Cusk has firmer meat, and holds together well for chowders, stews, or in tacos, and is even better marinated and grilled. Monkfish is the oddball of the group as its meat is cut as a loin and can be prepared in the style of the more classic dishes, sliced into medallions, and sautéed. Its mild flavor and firm texture compel a cook to create flavorful sauces for it — something spicy or tropical tastes great!


  Sole, flounder, and skate are more delicate. Here in the Gulf of Maine, we really only see flounder. The most common flounder are dabs, yellowtail flounder, lemon sole (winter flounder or blackbacks), gray sole (witch flounder), or fluke (summer flounder). The only true North Atlantic sole is the Dover sole, which is found in the Eastern Atlantic. Flounder and sole yield mild, thinner, delicate fillets, which are best suited to broiling or a quick sauté. Skate is in the ray family, and all the usable meat is found in the wings. Skate is more flavorful, but is suited to the same preparations as flounder and sole.
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  Shellfish


  Lobster


  Upon entering Harbor Fish, the first thing one notices is the wonderful clean ocean aroma. Then you might notice the sound of splashing water. That sound is one that we Alfiero brothers have lived with for over forty years. It’s the sound of happy lobsters living in our live lobster tanks, which we have the luxury of supplying with constantly circulating fresh ocean water, instead of the chemical tanks found at most markets.


  Over our years working at the market, millions of pounds of lobsters have been landed by our lobstermen friends and have lived, for a brief time, in our care before being chosen as a wonderful meal for people from all over the world. We derive so much satisfaction knowing that we have fed so many with our Maine lobsters — the delicacy of which we Mainers are so proud.


  Lobsters have seasons. In the winter, they have a hard, tough shell and they are full of meat. In late spring, lobsters shed their hard shell and grow a new soft one that allows them to grow larger. Softer-shelled lobsters, known as soft shells, new shells, or shedders, are easier to crack into than winter lobsters. They have less meat, but we think that meat tastes sweeter. The soft shell lobsters don’t tend to survive out of water as long as hard shells, so the hard shells are the preferred lobsters to travel with, and are the only lobsters we will ship via airfreight to our out-of-state customers. During the summer months, hard shells are available, though less abundant, so they typically demand a higher price.


  Due to Maine’s strict conservation laws, the lobster industry is sustainable, and the catch has risen over the past decade. Lobsters are protected in many ways. There are size limits, trap quantity limits, limits on the number of licenses issued to lobstermen, and limitations on the number of days that lobstermen can harvest them. Egg-bearing female lobsters are always identified and immediately returned to the ocean. All of these measures have assured a healthy lobster stock.


  There was a day that nationwide lobster prices were set entirely by the live lobster market. The more lobsters caught, the lower the prices. It was basic supply and demand. Prices were more volatile depending, of course, on the weather and also on the season: in the summer, when lobsters are soft-shelled and difficult to ship, nationwide prices went up, even as local prices went down. It was a rare and expensive treat to enjoy Maine lobsters anywhere but in Maine.


  When FedEx and its competitors grew the overnight-shipping market in the early eighties, it helped us to pioneer a market segment we could suddenly ship hard-shelled lobsters — more rare in the summer, but plentiful in winter — to distant consumers who could enjoy cooking live lobster in their homes. (Today, ecommerce and Web marketing have helped us to expand that market even further.)


  The early nineties brought the advent of large-scale lobster processors. These processors buy live lobsters when they’re plentiful, and store them in live tanks. They freeze the lobster tails raw in the shell, and cook, pick, and freeze the meat from the claws and knuckles. The frozen tails are sold worldwide to restaurants and supermarkets as a “Maine Lobster Tail,” mostly used for surf­and-turf meals. The lobster meat is sold for meat-only dishes (as opposed to an in-the-shell presentation). This system creates a very consistent year-round supply of lobster to high-volume clientele — such as large restaurant chains and food distributors — and as a result, we’ve noted a general stabilization of lobster prices.


  Oysters


  At Harbor Fish, we have learned that the oyster demand phenomenon comes in cycles and the good news is that its time has come again! Wonderful oyster growers have spawned in the last few years in our local region and throughout Maine. Consumers can access oysters at our store and in many local restaurants. Even with the wide variety of oysters that are available, there are only five basic biological oysters. The oysters that we grow here in Maine are all the same genus, 
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  Cooking Fish
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      	Size of Lobsters

      	Cooking Times

      	Size of Lobsters

      	Cooking Times
    


    
      	1 to 1¼ pounds

      	15 - 17 minutes

      	1 to 1¼ pounds

      	9 - 11 minutes
    


    
      	1¼ to 1½ pounds

      	18 - 20 minutes

      	1¼ to 1½ pounds

      	12 - 15 minutes
    


    
      	1½ to 2 pounds

      	22 - 25 minutes

      	1½ to 2 pounds

      	15 - 18 minutes
    


    
      	2 to 2½ pounds

      	25 - 28 minutes

      	2 to 2½ pounds

      	18 - 20 minutes
    

  

  


  

  

  Fish and Seafood Stock


  

  

  To fillet a fish:
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  To skin the fillet:
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