


This page The able hand of 
CItarella's chef Fedele Bruno coaxes 

the best flavor from the inimitable 
softshell crab. Previous page: A crate 

of softshells ready for cooking 

F EW N E W YORKERS get to enjoy 
the hustle and bustle of the 
Fulton Fish Market during the 
early morning hours: vendors 
screaming, buyers haggling over 

prices, delivery men wheeling hand trucks, 
truckers balancing pallets. From spring 
through fall, when softshell crabs are in sea
son, the Market becomes even more chaot
ic—at least in my line of work. I've been 
bringing softshells to New York since 1984, 
and softshell season is the most exciting 
time of year for me. May, when the season 
is at its peak, is my busiest montli of all. 

Each tray of those glimmering soft-
shells—actually blue crabs that have shed 
their shells—is the satisfting residt of my 
direct work with fishermen from Florida, 
Georgia, South Carolina, and further north, 
who catch the crabs as they foOow the warm
ing waters. 

Jerry is one of my commercial crabbers in 
the Deep South, and one of my most reliable 
men. In his mid-thirties, he's been shed
ding crabs for more than fifteen years. 
Before he arrived on the scene, no softshell 
from the South reached the North alive: he 
was the pioneer, managing to ship crabs 
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as mediums (3V2" to 4"), hotels (4" to 472"). 
primes (4V2" to 5"), jumbos (5" to 5V2"), or 
whales (5V2" and up), and shipped as fast as 
possible up to the Fulton Market, where I 'm 
waiting for them. The whole process takes a 
couple of days from beginning to end. The 
crabs are still moving when I sell them. 
Unlike fish, there's no such thing as a fresh 
crab: they're either alive or they're dead. 
'Fresh' is a good word for fish, not for 
crabs—or lobsters, for that matter. 

W H E N SELECTING softshells for cooking, 

look at them carefidly; their mottled dark 
greenish-brown bodies should glisten. 
Touch them; they should retract slightly, a 
sure sign that they're alive. The key to good 
softshells is pulling the crab out of the water 
at the proper time; size is no indication of 
quality. Press firmly on the softshells with 
the palm of your hand; the best crabs feel 
like velvet, with the points of their mouths 
slightly resistant. I f the crabs seem gelati
nous and quivery, they're fine but won't 
hold for too long. On the other hand, i f the 
crabs are too hard, they were left in the 
water for too long after they molted and will 
be too crunchy for good eating. 

My favorite way to enjoy a softshell crab's 
delicate flavor is by preparing it as simply as 
possible—dredged in flour, pan-fried in 
olive oil, and eaten as is. I love the crisp 
exterior and tender flesh—^better than a 
French fry, i f you ask me. 

W I N E - G L A Z E D S O F T S H E L L C R A B S 

Chef Fedele Bruno, who oversees the kitchen of 

both Citarella stores, prepared this delicious 

dish for us when we stopped by to watch Joe 

dress crabs. 

8 softshell crabs, dressed (see page 46) 
1/4 cup unbleached all-purpose flour 
1/2 cup extra-virgin olive oil 

1 cup dry white wine 
salt and pepper 

2 tablespoons unsalted butter 
2 tablespoons lemon juice 
1V2 pounds pencil-thin asparagus, 

trimmed and blanched 

Dredge the crabs in the flour. Heat the olive 
oil in a large saute pan over medium-high 
heat, add the crabs, and cook for 2 minutes; 
turn and cook 2 minutes longer on the 



S O F T S H E L L C R A B P A N I N O 
W I T H S P I C Y M U S T A R D S A U C E 

Nothing heats this panino for lunch. Chef 
Fedele suggests using brioche or challah roUs if 
crusty Italian roUs aren't available. 

4 softshell crabs, dressed (see page 46) 
V4 cup unbleached all-purpose flour 
V4 cup extra-virgin olive oil 
salt and pepper 
2 tablespoons mayonnaise 
1 tablespoon Dijon mustard 
1 teaspoon dry white wine 
4 crusty Italian rolls 
1 large beefsteak tomato, sliced 

Dredge the crabs in the flour. Heat the olive 
oil in a saute pan over medium-high heat, 
add the crabs, and cook for 2 minutes; turn 
and cook 2 more minutes, or until golden. 
Season with salt and pepper. Keep warm. 
Meanwhile, combine the mayonnaise, mus
tard, wine, and pepper in a bowl. 

Assemble the panini; Split the rolls in half 
lengthwise, spread with the mustard sauce, 
and top with the crab. Garnish with tomato 
slices and serve. SERVES 4 S I 

JOE CURREHA is the owner of CitareUa. two 
gourmet specialty food stores with an emphasis 
on seafood in Manltattan's Upper East and 
Upper West Sides, which have been rated #1 in 
New York since the igSos according to Zagat's 
survey. He also owns a wholesale seafood oper
ation at the Fulton Fish Market in New York 
and says softshell crab is his favorite food. 

Previous page: Softshell Crabs with 
Vegetable Medley. This page: The 
seafood counter at Citarella and a 
playful display of softshells. 
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