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Recent anthropological studies on foodways have highlighted the globalization of local
foodways as well as the localization of foreign foodways in various countries, reminding us
that foodways are simultaneously local and global in terms of production, manufacturing,
and marketing. | wish to examine the influences brought by the move of crayfish (freshwater
crustacean resembling lobster) from the United States to Asia, especially to Japan and later
to mainland China, and investigate individual and community responses toward adaptation,
consumption and conservation since the coming of crayfish to Asia since the 1920s. We
have seen many adventive species bring negative impacts to their new environments. A few
examples are Nile perch in Australia and Tanzania, black bass in Japan, janitor fish in the
Philippines, bullfrog in South Korea, and grass carp and snakehead in North America, while
there are also species bringing new foodways to their new place, such as the popular tilapia
in Asia and the red swamp crayfish (Procambarus clarkia) in China.
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Crayfish live in freshwater while lobsters live in the sea. However, crayfish
resemble the appearance of marine lobsters and have been marketed as “little
lobsters” particularly in mainland China because of the upscale image of lobster
there. In fact, there are more than 500 varieties of crayfish in the world and in some
countries they are a popular food item. The most well known culinary style would
be the spicy Cajun cuisine, which originated in Louisiana and is widely considered
a working class food in the southern part of the United States. Apart from the
Cajun cuisine, many Americans still consider crayfish too “dirty and muddy” for
eating. However, crayfish is a popular ingredient in both Sweden and Australia.
For example, | was told that Swedish people hold crayfish parties at the end of
summer, while yabby and marron are commonly eaten in Australia. The marron, for
that matter, is considered an expensive ingredient for upscale restaurants. In my
own experience, | found some Australian yabby and marron kept alive and sold in
a Hong Kong upscale supermarket.
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-~ Crayfish in early 20* century Japan
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The introduction of food in the form of

agricultural product to certain developing
countries was mostly for nutritional reasons,
and Japan was not exceptional in the
early twentieth century. Yet, the ecological
changes brought through the Food Increase
Project should not be overlooked; rainbow
trout, bullfrogs and the Uchida crayfish

(Pacifastacus leniusculus) were just a few
foreign water species that were introduced to Japan from the North America in the
pre-war period, together with the red swamp crayfish to feed the bullfrogs.

Japan has its own native crayfish (Cambaroides japonicus), which is relatively
small compared to those from North America. However, Japanese did not eat crayfish
except in some parts of Hokkaido until two decades ago, and this is probably related
to the fact that crayfish was known for carrying fluke as well as parasitic worm
which is harmful to human beings. The imported species - red swamp crayfish (P.
clarkia, which was introduced to Japan in 1930 as feed for the American bullfrog)
and Uchida crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus, which was introduced to Hokkaido in
1926 as food for human consumption and also as feed for rainbow trout) competed
with the Japanese native crayfish (C. japonicus). Yet, recent data shows that the
overgrowth of the exotic Uchida crayfish in the Lake Akan was related to a serious
decrease in the amount of rainbow trout in the area. More importantly, marimo (a kind
of spherical algae found at the bottom of Lake Akan and a government-recognized
natural heritage in Japan) was also damaged by crayfish.
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P. clarkii was brought to Jiangsu by the Japanese in 1930, although the
reason is still unclear. According to my informants, local Jiangsu people tended to
believe that there was a Japanese conspiracy to use the crayfish to destroy their
rice paddies, since crayfish like to eat the roots of crops, and more importantly,
they dig holes which drain water away from the rice paddies. Therefore, the local
people did not welcome the crayfish at all. Given that crayfish brought no benefits
to the people, and that they could still survive in dirty water, it was not considered
edible by most people. Even now, it is not difficult to hear that even Chinese people
in Jiangsu are surprised to know that crayfish has become a popular dish in the
mainland. Again, for some who enjoy eating crayfish in Jiangsu, they told me that
they only consider buying the live green shell ones at the market for home cooking
instead of eating them in restaurants, because once cooked it is difficult to single
out the “dirty” ones after they turn into red.

Yet, local villagers in Xuyi told me that in

the past they caught crayfish in the river as
a kind of leisure-time activity and ate them
in a simple cooking style - mainly boiling. As
a commercial item, for a long time no one

paid any attention to it them. Then came the

emergence of a dish called “Nanjing little ;
lobster (longxia),” which appeared in the early

1990s, and its rapid growth in popularity was

not limited to Nanjing but extended to large

cities such as Shanghai, Wuhan, Beijing, and

S0 on during the last decade.

“"Making crayfish into lobster in mainland China
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My first encounter (in 2006) with red swamp crayfish in China was at a local
restaurant in Nanjing, where the “little lobster” was cooked in Sichuan style - hot
and spicy. It was sold at a relatively low price at about one RMB each at that
time. When | visited Nanjing again in 2008, however, | was brought to an upscale
restaurant for this dish and was surprised to find that the price was RMB 128 for
a dish in which there were about 20-30 cooked crayfish prepared in a hot, spicy
style. Many people in Xuyi told me that eating crayfish in restaurants was becoming
too luxurious and they could no longer afford it. Interestingly, | noticed at the above
Nanjing restaurant a small leaflet on our table mentioning that “Today | am a little
lobster, but one day | will be an Australian lobster.” Obviously, we know this slogan
is wrong because freshwater crayfish will not grow into a marine lobster. With its
rising prices in the last decade, however, spicy crayfish has become a welcome
dish offered by the local hosts for their guests visiting Nanjing.
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What had happened in Nanjing demonstrates not only the rising price of
crayfish marketed as “little lobster,” but also the upscale move of crayfish from
a peasant’s food of unknown origin to a luxurious gourmet food that represents
new Nanjing foodways. If we only consider the production in the Jiangsu area, the
amount of “little lobster” harvested in 1995 was 3 million tons, while it increased
to 6 million tons in 1999. In order to understand the local production of crayfish
from the farmers’ perspectives, | made two visits to Xuyi and interviewed several
farmers regarding their experiences in crayfish farming and relevant ideas about
the future of their business.
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1~ Jiangsu Xuyi
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The first farmer | met in Xuyi used to be a crab farmer who explained that “Crab
easily gets diseased and the feed for crab is much more expensive compared to the
feed for crayfish.” | realized how cheap the feed for crayfish could be upon visiting the
second farmer who used to be
a lotus root farmer. He said
that, apart from corn powder,
he also purchased leftover
parts from butchering chicken
and duck was to feed the
crayfish. The reason for him to
start cultivating crayfish was
his discovery of the crayfish’s
habits of hiding beneath the
lotus leaves in order to seek
shelter from the heat.
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However, when | interviewed
another crayfish farmer (a former necktie
trader from Zhejiang who moved to
Xuyi to invest in crayfish cultivation), |
was told that crayfish farming was not
such an easy job as most local farmer
thought, which was essentially that that
crayfish can grow anywhere. In fact, the
Zhejiang trader was not the only one to
say so. Another investor from a nearby
county said that the reason they needed
to have a large-scale operation for good
quality crayfish was that the harvest rate they could expect was far less than the
estimation of many local farmers. Therefore, they made a total investment of RMB
50 million for the 2,000 mows (around 1.35 million square metres) farming area in
Xuyi in 2007, and planned to develop tourism together with food production as a
kind of ecological-friendly resort project.

Another crayfish farm | visited having a similar idea in development was a joint
venture between a local company and an Australian company that occupied far more
space. Their business was obviously much larger than any fishpond | had ever seen
in Xuyi. The total farming capacity is estimated to be 50,000 mows, 10,000 mows
run by the company and 40,000 mows designated as supporting areas cultivated
by other farmers for the same brand. My question here is how much of the rice
paddy was turned into a crayfish pond, and how will the production of a stable
food be affected in the long run. | do not have the answer at this time but am sure
this is going to be an important issue for the Jiangsu area in the coming decade.
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Together with the establishment of the Xuyi Lobster Museum in 2005 and the
outdoor stadium with an audience capacity of 50,000, which is only used for the
International Lobster Festival (It started in 2001 as a local festival and was developed
into an international one by inviting delegation from other countries to participate.),
we can realize the positive support from the government in building up Xuyi as
the City of Lobster. On the other hand, | was told by some local people that there
was a serious shortage of crayfish in terms of supply, and many of the crayfish
consumed during the festival were actually transported from other areas. Therefore,
if Xuyi is going to be developed as the trade center for crayfish, it should consider
maintaining stability of supply, fair pricing and food safety issues of the business.
As far as | have heard from different farmers in Xuyi, there is no standardization of
feed, or official technical support, or quality control in crayfish cultivation. Of course,
there is not even a control on crayfish that comes from outside of Xuyi, even though
these imports are branded
as “Xuyi Longxia.” Another
farmer | interviewed in
Xuyi acknowledged that
negative news about the
cleanliness of the crayfish
could negatively affect their
business.
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Any future for crayfish industry?
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In fact, this prediction came true in the late 2010 when 23 persons got sick
after eating crayfish in restaurants located in Nanking, there were different opinions
about the reasons but was finally confirmed that it was because of the Haff disease
which is the development of rhabdomyolysis (swelling and breakdown of skeletal
muscle, with a risk of acute kidney failure) within 24 hours of ingesting seafood.
During the last half year, it is not difficult to find a lot of crayfish eateries were either
closed down or did extremely bad in business, and the major reason is “eating little
lobster might cause Haff disease.” In order to attract customers, Xuyi prefectural
government claimed that if there was anyone got sick after eating Xuyi longxia in the
registered eateries, a compensation of RMB 500,000-1,000,000 will be provided.
However, | wonder how many people will take the risk if they do think crayfish is
closely related to Haff disease. -‘§
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