Secrets of a Savvy Seafood Shopper
Buying a fish whole and filleting it yourself yields an array
of flavorful cuts at a fraction of what they’d otherwise cost
IN RECENT MONTHS, radically rethinking business plans has been crucial to survival for restaurants
across the country. At Blackfoot Hospitality, chef-partners Joe Campanaro and Mike Price have
refashioned all three of their New York City places. “We stopped serving at the restaurants when New
York shut down on March 15,” Mr. Campanaro said. “And then Floyd died.” He was referring to Floyd
Cardoz, his friend and a beloved New York chef, who succumbed to Covid-19 on March 25. “We
realized this was serious and that we needed to make a plan where everyone was protected—our
employees and our customers—before we even reopened for takeout,” Mr. Price said. “It all became a
huge exercise in how to be adaptable.”
The oldest of their trio of West Village restaurants, Little Owl, now offers its Italian-American fare for
takeout, delivery and limited outdoor-only seating, weather permitting. Seasonally driven Market Table
has become Mariposa Rosa, a taqueria. And the Clam has partnered with one of its purveyors, Early
Morning Seafood, to become a “Community Fish Market” in addition to a restaurant, selling everything
from black sea bass to shuck-’em-yourself oysters to lobster-roll kits. It’s a timely move, with Americans
turning to eating more seafood as meat and poultry processing plants report rising numbers of Covid-19
outbreaks.
PRO TIPS
1. At the fishmonger, ask for a whole red snapper, scaled and gutted.
2. Be sure to check that the fish eyes are clear and the flesh is firm. Press on it. The flesh should
spring back and not leave an impression from your finger. Look in the head cavity—the blood
remnants should be bright red. Smell the fish. If it smells “fishy” or of ammonia, don’t buy it.
The partnership has been mutually beneficial. It’s allowed Early Morning to offset, at least in a small
way, all the lost restaurant orders the pandemic has brought. Mr. Price and Mr. Campanaro, meanwhile,
can serve their neighborhood, where the only other market dedicated to fish is a mile away, and make up
for some loss of revenue. Mr. Price explained that as a fully-operational restaurant, the Clam might have
gone through 30 or 40 salmon fillets on a weekend in pre-pandemic times. Currently, he’ll sell 60 in a
day. The margins are markedly different, but the model is helping keep the businesses afloat.
A fish butcher as well as a chef these days, Mr. Price is finding fulfillment in the work—and now you
can, too. He shared the instructions at right for breaking down a wild red snapper, yielding fillets, a
flavorful collar great for grilling, bones for stock and scrapings that make a delicious tartare. “Breaking
down a fish is so satisfying,” he said. “There’s the value of it. The freshness of it: Anything you buy
whole lasts longer. And the sustainability of it: You get to use the whole fish.”
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How to Break Down a Snapper
into Individual Cuts
What You’ll Need:
• 1 (3-5 pound) whole red snapper, scaled and gutted
• Victorinox boning knife with 6-inch blade, semi-flexible
• Pinbone tweezers
• Sushi knife or fillet knife with 9-inch blade (Mr. Price prefers Korin brand)
• Heavy chef’s knife with 6-inch blade
• Teaspoon

1. Pat fish dry with a clean towel.
Lay fish on a cutting board, belly
facing you. Using the boning
knife, cut an incision behind the
pectoral fin at the head to reveal
the collar.
2. With the boning knife, score the
underside just deep enough to
penetrate the skin (not the flesh),
cutting from the back of the belly
to the tail. Turn fish around.
3. Score along spine, from tail to
head, knife angled slightly toward
bone. Connect to collar cut, then
repeat, cutting deeper. Cut all the
way through but leave fillet
attached at head and rib. Repeat
steps 1-3 on other side.
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4. With fish bottom facing you,
and holding the sushi knife with a
firm grip, separate fillet from rib
bones, cutting through rib bones
from tail toward head. Repeat on
opposite side.
5. Using the boning knife, separate
the collar, slicing behind the head
and breaking off the collar with
opposite hand.
6. With chef’s knife, hack off head
and tail. Set aside for stock. With
spoon, scrape between bones for
tartare. With boning knife, trim
stomach bones from fillet. Feel for
pin bones with your fingers and
remove with tweezers.
7. (Optional) To remove skin from
fillets with sushi knife: Place fillet
skin-side down on cutting board.
Starting at tail end, gently slice
between flesh and skin, close to
skin as possible. Pull skin away in
opposite direction.
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