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Fishy economics

When lobster was fertiliser

What old restaurant menus say about the exploitation of the deep seas

GLENN JONES, of Texas A&M University, is a palaeo-oceanographer—an archaeologist of the oceans. He investigates both the mysteries of the deep and the secrets of the past. He and a colleague once estimated the temperature of the sea floor a century ago by studying the “isotopic composition” of mollusc shells. His latest method of inquiry, on show this week at the “Oceans Past” conference in Kolding, Denmark, is a little easier to understand. He reads old seafood menus. Lots of them. Mr Jones reckons he and his team have trawled through 40,000 or so, dating back as far as the 1850s.

Why? His menus, mostly from American cities on either coast, have allowed him to track the price of seafood back 150 years, much further than anyone has gone before. The menus show that the bountiful seas of centuries past have become more miserly in recent decades. From the early 1920s to the late 1930s, for example, a San Francisco restaurant would charge only $6-7, in today's money, for a serving of abalone, a type of mollusc. By the 1980s, however, abalone was selling for $30-40 a meal. The collapse of abalone stocks prompted a 1997 ban on commercial harvesting off California's coast. 

As local waters are exhausted, restaurants buy their seafood from further afield. And as one species thins out, it falls off the menu to be replaced by another. Swordfish, for example, made its debut in American restaurants in 1909, according to Mr Jones's menus. The cost of a meal, about $7 from the 1920s to the 1950s, rose to $30-35 by the late 1970s. But these high prices tempted new suppliers from Australia and the south Atlantic, who have helped to bring the price back down. 

Of course, restaurant prices reflect much more than the cost of the food on the plate: rent, for example, might also outpace inflation. But Mr Jones says that his menu prices track wholesale prices quite closely in the 50 years for which we have reliable numbers. This gives him confidence that the menus are also a sound guide to the price of a catch in the hundred years before that.

More fundamentally, a price does not reveal anything about supply, unless you also know something about demand. And Mr Jones has some interesting observations about that side of the market too. Demand for lobsters, for example, has evolved in a curious way. The armour-plated delicacy used to be super-abundant and dirt cheap, he says—so cheap that it was fed to inmates in prison and children in orphanages. Farmers even fertilised their fields with it, and servants would bargain with their employers to be given it no more than twice or thrice a week.

As the crustaceans became harder to find, canned lobster ceased to be profitable. Live lobsters, by contrast, grew in status as they became dearer. A meal that cost $4 (in today's money) in the 1870s cost $30 or more a century later. What was once a manure substitute is now a prized delicacy. What the lowliest servant once refused, the swankiest restaurateur now offers with pride. Mr Jones's menus may reveal something about the historical fate of fish, crustaceans and molluscs. But there is no accounting for that peculiar land-based mammal that eats them.

