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Recalling last week’s sermon about ethical and mindful eating, I apologize in 

advance to all the vegans and to those who are allergic to shellfish.  That’s 

considered a minor tragedy in my hometown of Baltimore, Maryland, known for 

its seafood.  You may be familiar with Baltimore and its presence in popular 

media:  the TV shows the Wire or Homicide (I’ve seen neither).  The Baltimore of 

my youth and first 30 years were more like John Waters’ Polyester or Hairspray, 

or a bit like any of the Barry Levinson films.    

“Let’s get some crabs,” was the rallying cry for pitching in to create a memorable 

Maryland summer ritual.  In the 1960s and 70s, getting crabs to eat was 

accessible to everybody.  Sometimes it would be a fundraiser for the VFW or the 

volunteer fire department, but most often it was at some body’s backyard picnic 

table---usually whoever’s trash got picked up on Monday.  It was truly a 



communal event.  Someone would have the inside track on where to get the 

biggest, heaviest crabs.  It might be at Capt’n Dicks or Bay Island or Timbuktu.  Or 

it might be Uncle Al’s friend of a friend who would get up early, drive to their 

secret spot on the bay, set a line of crab pots from their runabout boat, and be 

back by noon with bushels of blue crabs to sell to friends and family.  Even I have 

dropped a line tied with a chicken back off my grandfather’s pier on Back River 

and was amazed to catch one.  Really, anyone could do it.   

Chesapeake Bay   
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The vast Chesapeake Bay is a defining feature of Maryland.  With 4000 miles of 

shoreline, it’s one of the world’s largest estuaries where fresh and ocean water 

meet.  Averaging only 22 feet deep, it’s the perfect environment for fish, oysters, 

and of course blue crabs.  And it’s a source of pride for the watermen (mostly 



men) and the professional crab pickers (mostly women) whose hard work built an 

iconic, profitable seafood industry.  But all of this I learned much later.   

Steamed Crabs on the Table 

 

I remember clinging to my mother’s knee, my head not much higher than the 

tabletop, begging to be allowed to eat crabs.  Then, I had to be satisfied with a 

succulent claw or, if very lucky, a luscious clump of backfin.  It was a rite of 

passage to be allowed at the table to be schooled in the art of picking a crab so 

nothing went to waste.  I learned how to crack a claw, to extract the backfin in 

one deft move, and to avoid eating the lungs called the “devil.”  When I was older, 

I got to help with setting up.  Laying out the newspaper.  Finding the wooden 

mallets.  Strategically placing the rolls of paper towels.  And burying the National 

Boh or Pabst Blue Ribbon beer and Cokes in the cooler so no one traipsed through 

the kitchen making a mess.   

The brave purists would do it all and steam live crabs.  Since our topic this month 

is communion, I considered the idea of transubstantiation.  Or in this case it’s 



more like transmogrification of the blue crab through the process of steaming 

into an orange delicacy encrusted with Old Bay Seasoning. 

Lynn and Mom Eating Steamed Crabs  

 

Then someone would dump out the bushel basket of crabs on the table, and the 

feast would begin.  The slow, hours-long process of painstakingly separating the 

meat from the shell was the perfect time to chat to the backdrop of the Orioles 

baseball game on the transistor radio.  There’d be crab talk of course: prices, 

sizes, quality, how crabs were running, and who paid what per dozen where.  

There was trash talk about how folks in New Jersey or Louisiana would ruin a 

good crab by boiling it.  Recipes for crab cakes and crab soup were swapped for 

the leftovers.  It was also a time to share family stories and news, replay friendly 

arguments, get to know your cousins, and discuss the latest political scandal.  

Being Baltimore, there was always one brewing.  As the home of Spiro Agnew, it’s 

where I learned to vote at the very last minute in case my candidate got indicted.   



When you are living through times like these, it’s pretty typical to take them for 

granted.  Over the decades, pollution and poor stewardship of the Bay has 

threatened the beloved tradition of the crab feast.  Crabs are scarce, and prices 

skyrocketed.  A dozen crabs that cost $8 in the seventies, now cost ten times that 

much, if you can get them at all, making this ritual out of reach now to blue collar 

families like mine was.   

When I was newly single, I would walk home from work along Greenmount 

Avenue and buy a half dozen from the guy in the storefront with a hand-written 

sign saying “Crabs.”  I’d eat them alone on my front porch.  It was a meal, but it 

wasn’t a feast.  Homesick in Minnesota, I air freighted crabs in, but it wasn’t the 

same.  

But whenever I go home to Baltimore, my brother says, “Let’s get some crabs.”  

And for a few hours on a hot, humid summer afternoon, we remember.  

 


