
Un-caking 
the crab
Duke’s goes to the Source
By Ethan Chung | Photos By JEff hoBson

44



D uke Moscrip, a veteran of 
the Northwest food scene and 
owner of Duke’s Chowder 

House restaurants, is full of questions. 
On a recent trip to a Pacific Seafood 
processing plant in Westport to learn 
more about the Dungeness crab he 
serves, he cozied up to some notable 
seafood executives and asked a serious 
question: “What’s the difference between 
a prawn and a shrimp?” After a smatter 
of various explanations, the general 
consensus was size was the defining 
factor, but in the end, no one really had a 
good enough answer to satisfy Moscrip. 
So he’s planned a follow-up trip to 
witness the shrimp-harvest season, and 
in an effort to learn more, he’s going to 
bring Dr. Greg Jensen, an expert from 
the University of Washington to discuss 
the differences.

“I just enjoy learning. I always take 
the approach that I don’t know that much. 
I dare to be dumb, and in the process, 
sometimes when you ask a dumb 
question like that, pretty soon you can 
start to focus in on what’s really going 
on,” he said. 

Moscrip hopes diners will share his 
curiosity. He believes they should want 
to learn more about the food they eat, 
whether it be in their home kitchens or 
in restaurants. He makes yearly visits to 
Alaska, where he sources wild Copper 
River salmon. “I’ve gone to Alaska and 
I’ve seen some stuff there that, had I 
not gone, I wouldn’t understand how 
everything works, and we wouldn’t have 
as good a product.” He told a story about 
how he witnessed fishing boats in Alaska 
coming to the dock that weren’t freezing 
their fish right away — catches sitting 
out in 80-degree sun. Moscrip made the 
decision not to work with that specific 
company. “If you don’t go there, you don’t 
learn that stuff. I saw it firsthand … you 
can get fooled so easily,” he said. 
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 Meeting with vendors in person, and watching a product’s 
harvest and processing is essential to Duke’s Chowder House 
restaurant operation. According to Moscrip, every item on the 
menu has a story behind it. The recent visit to Pacific Seafood in 
Westport gave Moscrip a wealth of information about the product 
he sells in his restaurants. Pacific Seafood is one of the largest 
employers in Westport. There are two commercial docks in the 
harbor town, and Pacific Seafood owns both of them. Last year’s 
crab season was a boon when more than 4 million pounds of live 
crab went through the plant. That’s a rate of 200,000 pounds per 
day during the season. Crab boats saw 12-14 Dungeness crabs 
per pot on average. 

According to Pacific Seafood’s plant manager, Bill Weidman, 
this year is a different story. The season was basically over before 
it even started, as early returns were at three to five crabs per 
pot. Weidman explained that Dungeness crab run in approximate 
nine-year cycles, meaning that every nine years or so the industry 
sees an off year, and unfortunately this is one of those seasons. 
Expect some higher prices for Dungeness crab this year.

One of the most fascinating takeaways from the trip to Pacific 
Seafood’s plant was the processing. The crabs arrive fresh 
and still alive on the line at the plant where they’re butchered, 
picked clean by hand and immediately frozen. The plant doesn’t 
use automation to do its picking (removing all of the meat from 
the carcass). It’s much more effective and efficient when done 
by hand, so 40 to 50 workers are shaking crab parts, literally 
banging them around on buckets to get the most meat out of 
different crab pieces. Each worker picks approximately 180 
pounds per day, or 65,000 pounds a year. Moscrip was impressed 
with Pacific Seafood’s dedication to freshness. “For any seafood, 
temperature is key and it needs to be at a specific temperature 
the entire time it’s processed. They demonstrated that they really 
understand how important that is, and that’s why the quality of 
product we get from them is so great,” Moscrip said.  

 Now you know the source of the delicious Dungeness in 
Duke’s Chowder House’s crab cakes (or “crab un-cakes,” as 
they’re called on the menu, because it’s full of crab and very lit tle 
cake). Moscrip believes his uncompromising attention to detail 
in sourcing and preparation sets his restaurants apart from many 
others. “You want to know that you’re getting what you ordered. An 
awful lot of restaurants operate in this country without knowing 
where their food comes from,” Moscrip said. The result? Diners 
have no clue what they’re consuming or how it gets to their table. 
“I don’t want to be involved in anything that’s damaging to the 
resource … it’s not just because it’s something cool and groovy to 
do, we’re talking about the future of our food supply.” 

Paying close attention to where his products come from allows 
Moscrip to select ingredients responsibly, but it also makes it 
possible for his team to create incredible menu items. “You won’t 
find a chowder out there that’s all-natural like ours. The biggest 
competitor we have has nine different chemicals in their chowder. 
We have none.” 

With such rigid attention to detail in sourcing, it’s incredible 
that Moscrip is able to temper the enthusiasm to overdo the 
f lavors in his restaurants’ food. “If you have a protein dish, you 
want to taste that protein and have it complemented by some other 
f lavors that are all-natural … simple, but very tasty.”
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Details
Duke’s Chowder House, 
dukeschowderhouse.com
Tacoma: 3327 Ruston Way, 
253.752.5444
Kent Station: 240 W. Kent 
Station St., 253.850.6333
Other locations include 
Southcenter, Green Lake, 
Alki and South Lake Union

Duke Moscrip of Duke's 
chowDer house
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