ON THE BAY

BY MARTHA W. MURPHY

BILL McCAFFREY
Lobster Daze: Rhode Island Catch

Bill McCaffrey starting lobstering when he was 11 years old. That was
in 1969.

His dad was a lobsterman, although he came to the profession in
midlife. Bill was his helper, working with him for ten years, summers
and during the school year on weekends and after school. When he
was 21, he bought his own boat. As he says, “I've been on my own now
for 28 years and I've been in the business for 38 years.”

Bill is part of a dwindling crowd. Commercial fishing for lobster
has been a good way to make a living in Rhode Island for generations.
The ports of Galilee, Jamestown and Newport (with Galilee being the
busiest by far) have been home to fleets of lobster boats for decades.
Nowadays, government regulations restricting the number of traps
(lobster pots) a lobsterman can set and governing the minimum size,
as well as the reproductive potential of a “keeper” are squeezing out a
lot of people who never envisioned any other way of making a living.

The Rhode Island lobster fleet consists of 250 to 300 fishermen,

I

including full-time and part-time vessels and skiffs. Only about a third
of that number are full time, active commercial lobstermen, a 50-per-
cent decrease from ten years ago, says Elizabeth Kordowski, Executive
Director of the Rhode Island Lobstermen’s Association. According to
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), in
2005 Rhode Island lobstermen brought in 4-million pounds of live
lobsters, generating $23 million dollars in the state’s economy.

Bill is one of the few who is in it for the long haul. Good news for
those of us who can’t imagine summer without steamed lobster—
whether it’s for “dinner in the rough” at a shore-side, hole-in-the-wall
clam shack, or part of a celebratory dinner with family and friends, or
even for a casual dinner for two at home with enough in the pot for
lobster salad the next day.

In Rhode Island, most lobster boats are “in-shore,” which is to say
they leave the dock in the morning and return at the end of the day.

Above: Heading out of Galilee at 3:45 a.m.
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Most are fiberglass hulled, or even
wood if it’s an older boat, and run
with a captain and one or two crew-
men. There are a handful of “off-
shore” lobster boats that fish so far
from port that they are gone for
days. These are bigger boats, and
usually steel hulled. The offshore
boats have a bigger crew and more
traps and can potentially fish in
harder conditions than the inshore
boats.

Either way, they are all using the
same technique of setting a string of
baited traps called a trawl (15 to 20

Above, from top: Traps are ready and waiting at dawn's light; the
day’s catch; Bill McCaffrey securing line for baited traps.
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