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Pacific Yellowtail

It was October. I was embarking on my first long-range, ten-day, deep-sea fishing trip—one of my life-long aspirations was finally coming true. Working as a Professor of Medicine at Northwestern University Medical School in Chicago, I’d just completed rehabilitation from a heart attack experienced two years earlier. Rehab included daily workouts on a rowing machine: every time that I stroked the rower, I imagined that I was “bringing-in” a large ocean fish.

First Attempt

I boarded the Polaris Supreme, a 95-foot-long sport fisher specifically designed for stand-up fishing. The Supreme docked in San Diego and specialized in Pacific Ocean expeditions west of Mexico. A four-foot-tall metal rail surrounded the entire deck at the side of the boat. Anglers could rest their fishing rods on the rail between and during battles with fish. Anglers lived on the boat the entire trip. Most anglers shared a cabin, two anglers per cabin. However, two anglers each had their own cabin in the front of the boat, which offered substantially less room than two-person cabins. In my first book in this series, Three-Over-Two and Other Short Stories, the story entitled Fishing Submarine describes my only experience in the bow cabin on this, my maiden voyage.

When we reached the fishing grounds, I caught a wahoo on my first-ever cast (see My first Wahoo, in my first book). I reached the absolutely false conclusion that pelagic (deep-water) salt-water fishing is simple.

I had a manageable time catching young (15-20 pound) yellowfin tuna, which battled me hard due to my lack of ocean fishing experience. These tuna travelled in packs which fed on schools of sardines. The deck boss, Captain Kevin, “chummed” a tuna school, slinging a few sardines into their midst every few seconds. When the school began to actively feed—chasing the chum, jumping into the air, churning the water until it appeared to boil—anglers baited a hook and tossed it into the mix. The best spots to throw a bait are the two corners in the back (aft) of the boat, so seasoned anglers compete for those locations. Not being one to elbow fellow anglers, I fished in less productive regions, which I found mildly frustrating because fewer fish are caught, yet it didn’t dampen my mood.

Once anglers caught an ample quantity of yellowfin, the Captain left in pursuit of another favorite hard-fighting species called yellowtail, which is a member of the jack family. Yellowtail congregate in schools that are less dense (more spread-out) than tuna schools. Actively feeding tuna usually congregate near the surface of the water, whereas yellowtail are found throughout the water column to depths up to two hundred feet deep. While other anglers were having great luck catching yellowtail, I wasn’t able to get a single bite.

An elite angler whom I befriended on the trip, Ruben, was a yellowtail specialist: he specifically came on the trip in order to catch the species. He gave me lots of advice, yet I continued striking out, without a single bite. On the end of the final fishing day Captain said on the loudspeaker: “that’s a wrap!” I was demoralized: only I failed to catch a yellowtail. 

Noting my dismay, Ruben offered me two of his yellowtail to take home. Aghast with happiness, I asked how I could repay his kindness. He said that if I ever encountered a despondent angler, and I had a nice fish on the line, that I should hand that angler my rod. I promised Ruben that I would do as he said.

Second Attempt

The following October I went on my second long-range ten-day trip, also on the Supreme. Most of the anglers aboard were familiar to me, and I to them, because we’d been on the same trip the prior year. I’d been having pretty good luck hooking and catching yellowfin and also dorado (called mahi-mahi in Hawaii, and dolphin-fish in Florida). But when it came time to catch yellowtail, after a few hours I was still batting zero—not a single hit (bite), let alone a catch. On the path to demoralization, I went into the galley where the chef prepared meals, and passengers and crew ate meals and snacks, to get my second wind.

As a means of getting my mind off my perfect failure, I spoke with the ship’s chef. Javier was retired and worked on the boat to get some exercise and to breathe clean ocean air. Earlier in life he was the executive chef for the Hilton, Sheraton, and Radisson hotel chains—he evaluated every menu and chief chef in those franchises. His meals were unmatchable, simply exquisite.

I expressed to him my unhappiness at being unable to catch a yellowtail. Javier said that when he was a poor boy living in Portugal, he would fish from the rocky shore for yellowtail. Stories of his innovations stimulated my imagination, so I engineered a new strategy for catching yellows.

I would use two hooks. One would be at the end of my fishing line, tied to a three-foot-long leader (piece of clear monofilament fishing line) that was tied to the eyelet of the weight. I used a circle hook—on which a fish sets the hook itself after swallowing the bait. Four feet above the weight I tied a second three-foot leader to the main line. I used a J hook, which the angler sets by jerking the rod upwards when vibration in the rod indicates a fish is taking the bait. My reasoning was the sardine on the bottom hook would move the weight around in the water and alert me when a yellowtail approached my baits. While I didn’t expect the bottom hook to capture a yellowtail, I did expect the commotion to make the top bait swing in the water and thereby make competitive, hungry yellowtail less cautious and more aggressive.

Unfortunately, this invention presented a logistical problem of space and time. I had to bait two hooks, then carry the awkward assembly carefully to the rail, and then lower it into the water slowly and methodically to avoid tangling the leaders.

Casual inspection suggested that there was rarely sufficient space (at the baitwell or at the rail) or time for me to execute my plan. So, I stood near the door to the galley and surveilled the behavior of the anglers.

I noted that two brothers who fished shoulder-to-shoulder were consistently getting their lines tangled with each other, every time they went to the rail! They’d have to pull their lines out of the water and retire behind the fishing deck to untangle their mess.

I devised a plan! I’d stand by the bait tank, watching the brothers. When they dropped in, I’d get my two hooks ready to bait. When they tangled, I’d bait my hooks and keep the sardines in the hand well on the edge of the bait tank. When they pulled their lines out, I’d carefully handle both of my baits and go to stand behind the brothers. When they left to untangle the lines, I’d immediately go to the rail where they had been, and carefully lower my rig into the water.

I went to wait at the bait tank.

Chumming the water from the top of the bait tank was Captain Kevin, one of the saltiest Captains in the fleet. He leaned over, picked my rig up, held it high in the air using both hands, and bellowed: “Look at the contraption that Pauly made!” Everyone laughed, even I.
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The brothers tangled. I baited my hooks and dropped in slowly. When my line reached the school, the main line began moving in a circle, I had a strong hit, and bang—hooked my first yellowtail! I brought it up, a mate gaffed it, and I went back to my staging area.

I waited for the brothers to tangle again, then dropped in again. Déjà vu! Another yellow! This continued until I tagged 14 yellowtail in 14 drops. The limit per angler was 15 yellows.

I dropped in the 15th time and had a much stronger hit. I told a mate, who by this time was standing by me when I dropped in, that I thought I had a much larger yellow. He gaffed the yellowtail on the top hook—which had taken all the fish so far. He said, nope it’s the same size as the others. I replied there was still weight on my line. He then gaffed the first yellow that I’d hooked on the bottom rig. One over limit, I donated the 16th yellow to Javier, who made yellowtail ceviche for the boat.

I looked up at Captain Kevin and asked him what he now thought of my contraption. He raised his head toward the sky, outstretched his arms and bellowed: “That ain’t no contraption, Pauly, that’s in-n-n-n-o-vation!”

On the trip back to the dock the crew and anglers awarded me my initial long-ranger nickname—Gadget...

Third Attempt

The following October I went on my third long-range ten-day trip, again on the Supreme. Most anglers from the previous trips were on board, so we knew each other. 

Between the second and third trips I researched the topic of artificial baits, specifically jigs, used around the world to catch members of the jack family—which includes yellowtail. My work led me to an angler recently relocated to Brooklyn from the middle east, who was famous for using jigs to catch great trevally (GT) in the Red Sea. The largest members of the jack family, GT are powerful apex predators of coral reefs. GT grow up to five feet long and 180 pounds and are beloved for aggressively smashing surface poppers and jigs.

I bought a variety of jigs and poppers used to catch jacks, from exotic fishing destinations in Hawaii, Egypt, Vietnam, Thailand, Japan, and Australia. I brought them all on the trip, in two suitcase tackle bags.

We stopped on the ridge, a hump coming out of the depths close to the surface, about a thousand miles south of San Diego. I selected an orange and brown “butterfly” jig. I had no idea how to use this jig, but it sure looked “tasty” to me. Nobody on board had ever seen nor heard of one.

I dropped the jig down to the surface of the hump, reeled it up slowly, and repeated. Nothing! Next, I dropped it again, and reeled up more quickly, and repeated. Nothing! 

Frustrated, I dropped it a third time, didn’t reel, but instead shook it up and down frenetically. WHAM, a tremendously strong hit! I reeled the yellowtail up and it was gaffed. Nobody else caught anything, so Captain Drew headed further up the hump.

On the second stop I dropped the jig again and shook it up and down. WHAM! A second yellow! Nobody else caught anything, so Captain motored further up the line. I began calling my method angry jigging.

This was repeated over hours! Every time I dropped and shook the jig, I got a huge hit. Nobody else caught anything. We moved...

We stopped again and Captain came out of the wheelhouse and down the stairs to the fishing deck and said he heard that I had a hot fishing lure. I said: Watch this! I dropped, shook, and landed a nice yellow. He turned to leave to move the boat again, and I said: No, wait! He stopped, I dropped, shook, and landed number 15 (my limit). Captain said, “I’m a believer.” After another fishless stop we quit for the day.

Later that evening Captain told me it was the first time of which he knew that a long-range boat in the San Diego fleet ever transmitted (via satellite link) a daily fishing report in which one angler had a limit, and all other anglers had zero fish. On the way home, anglers and crew asked me to show them everything that I picked up for catching jacks—jigs and poppers. I did. They gave me my next nickname—Gizmo.

When I took my next (fourth) trip on the Supreme, every tackle shop in Point Loma (home of the San Diego long-range fleet) carried the butterfly jig that I used the previous year, and every angler on the trip had at least one butterfly jig in their tackle box. This was my last year on the Supreme: I switched to another long-range boat the fifth year because of a scheduling issue.

Fourth Attempt

Fish, especially large, experienced apex predators, are not stupid. On my fourth year (and trip) the butterfly jig I introduced to the fleet had been used by many boats and anglers fishing the ridge, and the remaining yellowtail were harder to catch using this methodology. 

On my fifth year as a long-ranger I moved to San Diego and lived one block from the docks. I went fishing often on the American Angler. By this time, most anglers reverted to traditional methods of using top-water and deep-drop jigs to catch yellowtail. Top-water jigs are light, skim the surface of the water, and imitate a swimming sardine. Deep-drop jigs are heavier, are dropped several hundred feet into the water, and then reeled back to the surface as quickly as possible. The faster the retrieve, the greater the probability of a strike.

Because I’d survived a heart attack, I was eligible to appeal to the Governor of Baja to use an electric reel to sport fish in Mexican Pacific waters. I applied for the permit and received permission!

I obtained a trolling rod (which has eyelets designed to handle fishing line moving at tremendous speed), mounted my electric reel which I obtained from Japan (I called it “electro,” and soon so did the rest of the fleet), put a four-hour rechargeable lithium battery to power the reel in a backpack, connected the battery to the reel’s power cord, and dropped the lure. I let the lure sink two hundred feet (the reel has a depth indicator) and then began a maximum-velocity retrieve. In seconds, a yellowtail bit the lure, was hooked, and began to fight. I immediately switched to low speed, high-power mode and winched the fish up to gaff. 

After a while I’d yell out how many seconds the mates had to come and gaff my fish: the reel has a clock which reads time remaining until line-out has been retrieved. 

One drop the fish behaved strangely! Rather than trying to go straight down (but coming straight up), the fish was swimming laterally very rapidly. It jerked several times, mellowed out, then came right up. When it surfaced it wasn’t head first, it was tail first. It floated on top of the water—tail above the water and head beneath the water, bobbing a little bit in tiny wavelets (the ocean was calm). I told the mate, who was tagging yellows about twenty feet aft of me, that I had a fish ready for gaff, but it wasn’t a hurry. He briefly looked at me quizzically, finished his business, and walked next to me. Diesel (his nickname) said: “Planet (my new nickname, since many anglers who didn’t know me asked the mates what planet I was from), you tail-wrapped a yellowfin tuna, brought it up backwards, and it drowned.”

After I caught my limit, I was strolling about the fishing deck chatting with anglers. Nobody was catching anything, so the first mate wondered if the fish had stopped feeding. He asked me to drop a lure using electro and see if there were any hungry yellows left. I agreed, but the second mate asked me to use his jig—which all of the mates had been dropping in a fruitless effort to get a hit. I tied the jig to the line, dropped it, engaged the reel, and immediately had a hit and soon a yellow at gaff. The first mate yelled at the anglers: “You guys aren’t reeling fast enough!”

It didn’t take long to realize that I had to optimize my limit slots by catching large yellowtail, rather than the smaller variety I was catching using traditional deep-drop lures. For anglers using manual reels, the deep-drop lures are small and light, relative to larger, heavier lures with larger hooks. So, I went shopping and obtained large, heavy, deep-drop lures with large hooks. These lures usually caught a yellowtail every drop, but it was a large yellow. The lure would get “bumped” (hit upon) an average of six times every drop (by yellows which were too small—that is, “regular” size, to get the hook into their mouth) before a sufficiently large fish would attack the lure.

Fifth Attempt

My largest yellowtail was caught on an exasperating day, using less-likely-to-succeed manual tactics. This is described in Three-Over-Two and Other Short Stories, in the story entitled My Big Yellowtail. 

The moral of the story is to always fish your best, switch methods when being skunked, and remain optimistic!

Coming Full Circle

Many trips later, I was on a 14-day big-tuna hunt. One angler was skunked. On the final day in the fishing grounds, he was despondent, sitting in the sun all day, hoping for a bite—the only angler still fishing. I dropped a line and joined him, and I tied into a large yellowfin tuna. I handed my friend the rod, and everyone relished watching the little man tear into the giant fish, which he landed—a trophy catch. Shortly after the tuna was landed, Captain Brian came down from the wheelhouse to the fishing deck and informed me that I had a call on the satellite phone! I was worried—what might the emergency be!? I answered the phone. It was Rueben. Captain had called the boat’s administrative office to describe what happened, a message was posted on the internet, and then Rueben called me, at sea, to say that my debt to him—for his gifted pair of yellowtail on my first long-range trip—was paid in full. 

Now that’s what I call living

Offshore British Columbia

From the first day we met, Gordon became my best fishing compadre. We met on our first 10-day long-range deep-sea fishing safari on the Polaris Supreme, which docked at Fisherman’s Landing in Point Loma (“Tunaville”), San Diego. Gordo, as he’s known in the fleet, is an exquisite, respected, beloved long-range angler. He served as a scuba instructor and a motorcycle instructor. Gordo was also a commer­cial albacore angler, and he ran a barge in the northern Pacific for a bit. Then he was a northwest logger, then a merchant marine Chief Engineer who docked in 190 different countries twice! Gordo “settled down” and served as chief mechanic for the water department in a city in the Bay Area of California, where he lives on an acre of land in the Redwood Forest. He served as a volunteer fireman. Gordo is a man’s man.

When Gordo married, he sought life insurance but was told he was uninsurable. The agent explained that after astronaut the two most dangerous occupations are northwest logger and merchant marine, and he had number two and three. The agent continued, the most dangerous avocations are motorcycle and scuba, and he was an instructor of both. 

Gordo’s passion, like mine, is fishing. The following photo shows Gordo (on the right) and me at the Fisherman’s Landing dock, holding a 252-pound Yellowfin tuna which we tag-teamed on a 14-day trip aboard the American Angler.
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The following year on our second 10-day safari on the Supreme, Gordo and I met Ross, a Riding Chief and supreme angler from New Jersey. When I watched him fish, Ross made me feel incompetent. Anglers were trying to catch wahoo (“hoo”)—among the fastest game fish on Earth, and I was having no luck. Five times I watched Ross charge from the rear of the boat (stern) to the front of the boat (bow), with line screaming off his reel as a hoo streaked away to prevent being captured. Four times the hoo lost: Ross boated them. On the fifth time, though he decked the hoo, line left his reel so quickly that Ross’ thumb was burned. 

To my surprise, Ross approached me and asked if I had anything to help bandage his injury. Indeed, I had exactly what he needed (as a Research Professor of Medicine in Chicago, I’d researched injuries/treatments for big-game anglers), but I wondered how he knew to ask me. I learned later that he had his eye on me and Gordo (and vice versa): elite anglers study each other’s methods. I felt honored to be surveilled by Ross.

Gordo and I consider Ross to be the best angler we’ve ever met, and ever since this trip, though we rarely have opportunity to fish together, Gordo, Ross and I think of ourselves as “three long-ranger amigos.”

In the following photo, Ross (left) and Planet are ready to hunt wahoo on a 14-day trip on the American Angler. Ross has a conventional rod, reel, and wahoo bait. I’m the only American who was authorized to use an electric reel for fishing in the Mexican Pacific by the Governor of Baja (we were in the Mexican Pacific). We are both wearing the same type of blue tape which I used to bandage Ross’ burnt thumb (and which we use to protect our fingers from line burns) when we first met while fishing for wahoo on a 10-day trip on the Polaris Supreme.
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Years after our first trip together, Ross contacted me about travelling to British Columbia (BC) with him and taking a four-day fishing trip targeting migrating trout and salmon off the coast, approximately twenty miles from the southern-most point of Alaska. We would live and travel aboard a retrofitted “room and board” tug boat mother ship, and fish from two-person motor boats during the peak period of the fall spawn run. I’d been fishing trout and salmon for longer than a decade in Wisconsin, wading dammed Lake-run rivers using spawn sacks as bait (for discus­sion of spawn sacks, see: “King Salmon on the Root River,” Three-Over-Two and Other Short Stories). In BC we’d troll cut herring—a technique I’d never tried before.

Fish which we caught and kept would be cleaned, canned, and shipped to us for an extra fee. I’d never fished for salmonids on the west coast, and fishing with Ross is always great fun, so I gratefully took Ross up on his invitation.

Ross met me in San Diego where I lived in a small, rented house, one block away from Fisherman’s Landing docks—home of the Tunaville long-range fleet. The next day we went to the San Diego International Airport, checked our bags containing clothes and fishing gear, flew to BC, and arrived at the tug boat. We arrived in the midst of a soaker rain storm, which would linger most of the time we were in BC. Adding to our misfortune our gear did not arrive—it had been misplaced by the airline! We were soaked, cold, and couldn’t prepare our fishing rigs! 

The Captain of the tug presented an introductory talk. He explained that the storm in which we found ourselves would force us to keep close to shore, as there were giant storm waves driven by strong winds in deeper water. We learned this weather complicated the salmonid migration as wild waves stirred up the water. Salmonids navigate to their spawning grounds by following scent (in the water) of their home (birth) creeks and rivers.

The captain said not to worry because the waters we would fish have abundant species trapped by the storm, which still must feed. 

He also told us that he was sure there were larger halibut in the bay in which we were anchored—up to fifty pounds. I could tell by the faces  of the crew that they’d heard his speech many times before, and there was yet to be solid evidence of the veracity of his “big halibut” claim.

The airline contacted us and said they found our gear and would get it to us vis-à-vis a small seaplane. Ross and I stayed on deck. We watched uncountable little rain-powered waterfalls pour off cliffs surrounding the bay where the tug was anchored. It was a beautiful site. 

Soon we heard the drone of an aircraft engine and saw a small seaplane circling our bay. I said: “hooray, dry clothes!” Ross said: “hooray, gear!” The seaplane landed: the mate took a skiff to the seaplane, got our bags, and brought them to us! Then the seaplane departed: it was a surreal experience.

We checked our bags to ensure they were intact: I examined my clothes; Ross examined his gear. I watched Ross select a jig, set-up a rod, and start to navigate around the deck, dropping his jig in different places where he thought a 50-pound halibut might be hiding. I went to the stateroom, donned my most comfortable outfit, and returned on deck.

Still fishing, Ross had changed into a cold-water suit. He got hit! His rod bent in half, and he danced around the deck like Spiderman avoiding obstacles as he followed the fish. The deck hand jumped into a two-man boat and Ross deftly climbed aboard. Everyone was watching. The skiff made its way to a floating dock fifty feet away from the tug. Ross jumped on the dock to battle the fish, and the mate got his gaff ready. 

Ross surfaced the 75-pound halibut, the mate stuck it with the gaff, and the captain “blew a gasket” due to his extreme happiness. Every member of the crew took a photo with Ross—starting with the mate who gaffed Ross’ big fish. At that time (if not still) it was the largest halibut ever caught on the tug.
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On the second morning the waves created by the offshore storm were still significant, so the tug stayed put in the bay. Ross and I took a skiff and productively fished the bay in search of more halibut.
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On the third morning the tug ventured out of the bay but stayed close to shore. Conditions were not yet “right” for hunting migrating salmonids, so Ross and I took a skiff and productively fished the bottom for various species of codfish. Double-headers, in which two fish were caught on a single drop of a two-hook dropshot rig, were not unusual.
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We headed back to the mother ship. For the first time in my life, at Ross’ suggestion, I took control of the boat steering and motor! I was nervous because people can’t live long in water as cold as where we were. I took it easy with the throttle, kept the skiff travelling in a straight line, and there were no problems.

After everyone returned the Captain decided to move the tug north, to anchor close to a fish staging area. We were heading toward a high cliff of solid rock where many species of trout would stage until they detected the scent of their home spawning grounds when water conditions normalized after the storm.  

I was alone in the wheelhouse with the captain, looking out over the bow, taking in the sights of the ocean and the shore: it was extremely peaceful. All good things must come to an end...

The Captain said he had to go aft, and he wanted me to hold the wheel. 

I objected strenuously, saying that I’d never done as he asked, and therefore was afraid of making a mistake. He said that it was impossible for me to make a mistake. 

I asked if there was anything hazardous in the water around us. He pointed ahead, to the northeast, and said to me: “see those rocks?” 

I replied: “NO!” 

He pointed again and told me: “They’re right there.” I answered: “I don’t see them!” 

He told me not to worry because “all I had to do was keep the tug going straight,” and he “would be right back.” 

Then he left me alone holding the wheel.

The vessel was doing fine, but then a wave moved the bow (front) a little to the left. So, I moved the wheel a little bit to the right. The
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