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Many species of seafood are harvested, both
recreationally and commercially, from the waters
of the Gulf of Mexico. The four most economically
valuable forms landed in Alabama are shrimp,
blue crabs, oysters, and fish. Whether home con-
sumers catch their own seafood or purchase it at
the seafood market, they often want to do much of
the preparation themselves. They may also wish to
store some or all of their seafood for extended peri-
ods. This brochure provides recommendations for
proper home handling, preparation, and preserva-
tion of Alabama seafood.
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Shrimp
Preparation

Head the shrimp promptly; simply pinch the heads
off and discard them. Removing the heads reduces the
amount of storage space you need because the head ac-
counts for 35 to 40 percent of a shrimp’s body weight.
Shrimp heads also contain more than 80 percent of the
spoilage bacteria found in shrimp. So, headed shrimp
are less likely to spoil than those with heads left on.

After the head is removed, the final cleaning in-
volves removing the shell, tail, and “sand vein” (if de-
sired).

1. To peel the shrimp, hold the tail in one hand and
slip the thumb of the other hand under the shell be-
tween the swimmerettes. Lift off several segments of
shell. Repeat, if necessary, removing all but the tail sec-
tion.

2. If the tail section is to be removed, squeeze the
tail with the thumb and forefinger. Pull the shrimp
meat with the other hand until it is released from the
shell.

3. The sand vein (usually black) runs along the
upper curve of the shrimp’s body. To remove it, make a
L8 inch deep cut with a sharp knife along the length of
the upper curve. Then rinse the vein away under cold
running water.

o
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Preservation

Wash and sanitize your hands, the kitchen sink,
counter top, and any other surfaces that will come in
contact with the shrimp. Dissolve 1 tablespoonful of
liquid laundry bleach in 1 gallon of tap water for a
simple, effective sanitizing solution. Wash the
shrimp thoroughly, using plenty of cool tap water.
Leave the shells on the tail meat because the shells help
reduce drying out (freezer burn) during frozen storage.

If you want to eat the shrimp fresh, mix them with
ice and store them in the refrigerator. Uncooked shrimp
should not be kept in the refrigerator for more than 3 to
4 days.

To freeze shrimp in zip-top freezer bags:

1. Place 1 pound of shrimp in a 1-quart zip-top freez-
er bag.

2. Fill the bag with cool tap water. Lay the bag on its
side and drain the water off until the bag is almost flat-
tened against the shrimp.

3. Quickly zip the bag shut and freeze.

To freeze shrimp in milk cartons:

1. Thoroughly wash and sanitize milk cartons using
the solution described above.

2. Place 2 pounds of shrimp in a half-gallon waxed
milk carton.

3. Fill the carton with cool tap water to within 1
inch of the top.

4. Fold the top over and freeze.

5. After the contents have frozen, open the carton
and add more water to cover any exposed shrimp.
Then, fold the top over again, tape it closed, and freeze.

Shrimp frozen by these methods will keep for 4 to 6
months. Keep them solidly frozen. Do not thaw and re-
freeze them. Repeated freezing and thawing reduces
the quality of the shrimp and provides a potential for
spoilage. Thaw the shrimp carefully, either overnight in
the refrigerator or under cold, running tap water, im-
mediately before use.
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Blue Crabs

Preparation Of Hard-Shell Crabs

Hard-shell blue crabs are sold either live or as
cooked meat. When buying live crabs, make sure they
show movement. Store the live crabs in a cool, moist
area with plenty of air. Do not store them in airtight
containers or containers filled with water because they
will die.

Crabs are normally very active, but if they are kept
out of the water for long periods, they will slow their
movements. Some will even die. To check crabs that
are not moving, gently tap on the top shell with a stick
or other utensil. Live crabs will respond by quickly
raising their claws. Crabs that don’t respond are dead
and should be discarded immediately.

Wash crabs thoroughly with plenty of cool tap
water. This is best done with a kitchen sink sprayer or
garden hose. Continue spraying the crabs until water
that drains from the holding container is clear and
trash free.

To prepare whole live crabs, boil them in seasoned
water. Bring the seasoned water to a boil in a large pot
or kettle. Add washed live crabs and cover tightly. After
the water resumes boiling, cook the crabs at a full,
rolling boil for at least 15 minutes. Remove the crabs
from the heat, drain, and allow them to cool. If you
want to freeze the crabs, they will keep better if they
are cooked first.

You can also clean the crabs before you cook them.
This way, you can cook only the claws and the inner
skeleton (core), which contains the white meat. In this
case, the cooking time should be only 8 to 10 minutes.

To clean hard-shell crabs:

1. With the crab upside down, firmly grasp the legs
on one side with one hand and, with the other hand,
lift the flap (apron) and pull back and down to remove
the top shell.

2. Turn the crab right side up and remove the gills.
Wash out the intestines and spongy material.

o
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To remove the meat:

1.With a twisting motion, pull the legs loose from
the body. Remove any meat that clings to the legs.
Break off the claws.

2. Slice off the top of the inner skeleton and remove
all the exposed meat on this slice.

3. At the back of the crab, on each side, lies a large
lump of meat. With very careful U-shaped motions of
the knife, remove these back fin lumps.

4. Remove the white flake meat from the other
pockets with the point of the knife.

5. Crack the claw shell by striking the base of the
first joint with a heavy, dull knife blade.

Remove the shell from around the movable pincer.
This will expose the claw meat. If the meat is left at-
tached to the movable pincer, it will make a delicious
crab finger hors d’oeuvre. The dark meat can also be
removed and used in soups, salads, or casseroles.

o
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Preservation Of Hard-Shell Crabs

Wash and sanitize your hands, all work areas, and
storage containers with the bleach solution. Remove
the claws and either set them aside for storage or crack
them open and remove the meat.

Remove the spongy, yellowish-orange structures (di-
gestive and reproductive organs) from the body cavity
and discard. Also, remove and discard the greyish-
white, feathery structures (gills) found on either side of
the body cavity. What remains is the body pod (made
of cartilage), which contains the edible white meat.

If you plan to eat the crab meat fresh, pick it from
the claws and body pod and place it in a cleaned and
sanitized plastic storage container. Or, place the claws
and body pods themselves in plastic storage bags. The
packaged pods or picked meat may be stored on ice in
the refrigerator for 2 to 3 days.

If the crab meat is to be frozen, it is better to leave it
in the claws and body pods. Picked crab meat is more
easily damaged by the formation of ice crystals and
freezer burn. Place the claws and body pods in half-gal-
lon waxed milk cartons that have been cleaned and
sanitized. Add cool tap water to within 1 inch of the
top. Fold the top over, tape it closed, and freeze.

Cooked hard-shell blue crab meat does not hold up
very well in the freezer. Crabs frozen by this method
will keep for only about 1 month. Do not thaw and re-
freeze them. Thaw the crabs overnight in the refrigera-
tor only. Thawing under running tap water washes
away the flavor.

Preparation Of Soft-Shell Crabs

Crabs periodically shed their shells so they can
grow. A new, soft shell forms beneath the old, hard
one. The crab backs out of the old shell as it loosens
and splits. The crab then absorbs water to expand to its
new, larger size.

Soft-shell blue crabs are available live, fresh, or
frozen and either whole or cleaned. When buying live
soft-shell blue crabs, make sure they show movement.

Store live crabs in a cool, moist area with plenty of
air, not in airtight containers or small containers filled
with water. For maximum quality, use them within 24
hours.

Clean live soft-shell blue crabs or whole (round)
fresh or frozen crabs before cooking. Follow these easy
steps:

o
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