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Squid for the holidays
What the experts look for in seafood they’ll  
eat at home 

By Zachary D. Lyons
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Each issue, our Impeccable 

Source guy interviews sales 

reps from across North America. 

The question: What should you (the buyer) 

ask them (the sales rep) before placing an order? 

Today’s topic: Squid/calamari.

Cousin of clams, mussels, and oysters, squid are shell-less 
mollusks of the deep that some see as bait, some see as disgust-
ing, and a growing number of people see as a delicacy.  

Dozens of species of squid populate the earth’s oceans, and 
they are dinner for cultures all over the globe. 

At present, they are a relatively abundant, fairly inexpensive 
source of protein.

And, especially for those planning holiday menus, squid has 
an important niche, especially in the newly declared healthy 
Mediterranean cuisine. Stuffed calamari is rarely missing from 
traditional Napoli tables during the Feast of the Seven Fishes 
on Christmas Eve.

Question 1:  Domestic or imported?
Kim Morden of Captain Morden’s Seafood, Wellesley, 

Mass., was the first to raise this issue, but every other distribu-
tor agreed: Is it domestic or imported? What species is it? 

 “It’s not about which is better, but which the customer likes 
better,” said Morden. “Like salmon, there are many species of 
squid.”

Ken Homan, president of Braun Seafood, Long Island, 
N.Y., deals mostly in the East Coast species of squid known as  
Loligo pealei, which fishmongers call simply loligo. From 
Homan’s perspective, not only does the species matter, but also 
when it is caught.  

“Loligo trapped in March and April is fattier, before they 
spawn in the summer,” 
said Homan. “It has a 
heavier wall. That is the 
best for restaurants, but 
their busy time is in the 
summer, when the squid 
are spawning.”  

Homan recommended 
developing a good rela-
tionship with a trustwor-
thy distributor — one 
that will freeze the best 
loligo from the spring, at 
the peak of its quality and 
freshness, and deliver it 
during the lean but busy 
summer months. Other-
wise, you might get sum-
mer-caught loligo that is of 
inferior quality.

Squid a,B,Cs
The squid has 10 tentacles and, like its cousin, the 

octopus, it also has a protective mechanism that re-
leases a dark ink into the water when in danger. 

Called calamari in Italy, the squid ranges from one 
inch in size up to 80 feet, but the most common size 
for eating is less than 12 inches. 

Although the tentacles are edible, the body is the 
prime section of meat, which can be stuffed whole, 
cut into flat pieces, or sliced crosswise into perfect 
rings. Squid lends itself to just about every cooking 
method imaginable and is often eaten raw in sushi 
dishes. Squid is available fresh, canned, frozen, dried, 
and pickled. 

Squid ink is an important ingredient for chefs 
around the world, not only to color pastas and risottos 
but also to lend a touch of flavor. Squid ink is avail-
able, but most chefs harvest their own from the squid 
themselves in the kitchen. 
www.homecooking.about.com

Although Spanish paella – a stylish centerpiece of a holiday 
dinner party – is a notably eclectic dish, squid often has a star 
role.

BEFORE AND AFTER: Fresh and fried calamari.
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Loligo opalescens, commonly known as 
“California squid,” comes from the West 
Coast. Paul Johnson of MFM Seafood, 
San Francisco, said the two California 
squid fisheries to ask for are Monterey 
and San Pedro. 

 “It is often purse-seined, with little by-
catch,” said Johnson. “It is a sustainable 
fishery.”  

Although squid can move north and 
south off the California coast with chang-
ing ocean currents, it is important that 
you ask for squid from one of these two 
ports, because they are the only ones 
specifically equipped for the California 
squid trade, which amounts to 100,000 
tons annually, Johnson said.

“One year the El Niño currents drove 
the squid north to San Francisco Bay, but 
it lacked the infrastructure at the docks to 
provide for the ice necessary to preserve 
the squid. It was a disaster.” Johnson fa-
vors Monterey over San Pedro because 
Monterey takes the extra step of rinsing 
the squid with ice water as it comes off 
the boat.  

“That gives the Monterey squid may-
be one day extra shelf life.”

George Okuhara of Okuhara Food, 

Honolulu, deals mostly in imported, fro-
zen squid from the Far East, mainly Tai-
wan, and from South America. He favors 
Taiwanese for its quality and texture.
Question 2:  What quality hath  
quality and how fresh is fresh?

Whether squid is fresh or frozen, 
freshness is all in the color. 

“Good quality squid is nice and white,” 
said Okuhara. “If it’s red, it has either 
been thawed and refrozen or been in the 
freezer too long. Don’t use it.”  

Johnson said, “California squid is 
somewhat transparent, with a hint of 
brown or gray when first caught. Within 
a few hours, it will turn white. That is 
how it goes to market. Eventually it will 
turn pink, then red, and then purple. A 
little pink is OK, but do not use red or 
purple.”  

The story is similar with East Coast 
squid. Said Homan, “Good squid is a 
clear, whitish color, with a little more pur-
ple on the heads. It should not be pink 
or red.”

Homan emphasized that fresh squid 
can be hard to find, and it has a very short 
shelf life, whereas frozen squid can be 
much easier to work with. The key, said 

Squid: Night work
Much	 of	 the	 squid	 fishery	 is		

notable	 for	 what	 you	 don’t	 notice:	
namely,	boats	fishing	for	squid.

That’s	 because	 the	 seine	 fleet	 —		
as	opposed	to	other	fishing	methods	
—	works	at	night.

Seine	boats	sport	huge	floodlights	
pointed	into	the	water.	Like	moths	to	
a	flame,	squid	swarm	toward	the	light.	
Then,	the	vessels	play	out	a	seine	net	
to	 encircle	 the	 creatures,	 drawing	 it	
closed	to	bring	the	catch	on	deck.	n

Homan, is finding a squid packer you can 
trust. He recommends that you visit the 
packinghouse and the warehouse and ask 
the sales rep to show you their best squid 
and their second best. Also, ask other chefs 
you trust where they get their squid.  
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“It is about finding a brand you can 
trust. I trust Ruggiero, out of Newark, 
N.J.”

Larry Weitz of Stavis Seafood, Boston, 
who deals mostly with East Coast loligo, 
said that how the squid is caught affects 
its quality as well.  

“During the spring trapping season, the 
squid comes on board alive,” said Weitz. It 
can also be jigged, netted, and dragged. 
Weitz prefers trapped and jigged over net-
ted and dragged. He would also ask how 
long the boat was at sea, holding the squid 
fresh before freezing.

Question 3:  What is the true weight?
True weight is the actual weight of fro-

zen squid after it has been thawed.  
“If a frozen package of squid is labeled 

as 5 pounds true weight, it could weigh 5.6 
to 6 pounds frozen,” explained Homan.  

Frozen squid is often sprayed with a 
water glaze to protect it from freezer burn. 
Both Homan and Okuhara noted that some 
packinghouses actually use extra glaze to 
cover up lower true weights as a way of 
inflating their prices. 

 “Frozen squid from the Far East can 
range in true weight from 90 to 98 percent 

of label weight,” said Okuhara. “We only 
do 98 percent. You should ask about the 
packers’ true weight so you know you’re 
getting your money’s worth.”  

Homan suggested that you take a 5-
pound frozen package, thaw it, and then 
weigh it. “Domestic squid may cost more, 
but if the import has a lower true weight, 
in the end the domestic may be the better 
value,” said Homan.

Question 4:  What size is it?
“The larger the tube, the mor e it tends 

to cost,” said Morden. “It is a matter of 
how you are using it. Tubes can be packed 
as 3 to 5 inch, 5 to 8 inch, or 8 to12 inch.” 

California squid is smaller than East 

Coast squid, said Johnson. “They 
are more tender and quick to 
cook. California squid will cook in 
about 30 seconds, whereas East Coast 
squid might take three minutes.”

Okuhara said that many fine dining 
restaurants serve stuffed squid tubes. 
“They want them to be uniform in size, 
both within a particularly package and 
from one package to the next, and they 
need to be large enough to stuff.”  

He said that many Asian restaurants 
want large squid steaks, while other res-
taurants want small squid for calamari. 
You need to know how you plan to use 
squid before ordering it to be sure you or-
der the right size.

Ultimately, the distributors agreed, 
buying quality squid is about finding a dis-
tributor you can trust over the long haul, 
which means asking the right questions 
upfront.n

We want your suggestions of products 
we place before our experts on the Impec-
cable Source panel. Want to nominate a 
product? Nominate an expert? Call at 
(206) 709-1840, ext. 255, or write editor@ 
wildcatchmagazine.com.

Perfect for holiday entertaining: Paella.
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