
M O R R O B AY; A B A L O N E C A P I TA L O F T H E W O R L D

A H I S T O R I C P E R S P E C T I V E

Fo r many yea rs , t he C i t y o f Mor ro Bay and ha rves t
o f aba lone were synonymous. 1988 marks the 60th
anniversary of the establishment of this unique
fishery at Morro Bay by the Pierce family. Many
l o c a l f a m i l i e s c a n t r a c e t h e i r r o o t s b a c k t o s o m e
l e v e l o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e a b a l o n e h a r v e s t .
As a food source, the abalone has been important
to coasta l inhab i tants for thousands o f years .
Kitchen middens, the shell piles left by native
Californians, provide evidence of the vast quantitie
of shel lfish: abalone, sea urchin, Pismo c lams, mussels
c r a b , l o b s t e r , e t c .
Chinese emigrants, brought to California to build the railroads, were the
first to harvest abalone commercially. Rather than diving, the Chinese
used long poles to hook abalone and drag them to the surface. The abalone
were dried or canned for export to the orient. By the end of the 19th
Century, first county, then State government agencies became concerned with
the h igh leve l o f harvest and passed leg is la t ion on s ize to l imi t the take.
T h e t u r n i n g p o i n t f o r t h e C h i n e s e w a s t h e r e s t r i c t i o n o f h a r v e s t t o w a t e r
20' or deeper. Since the Chinese did not dive, their industry quickly
d e c l i n e d .

This commercial nitch was soon filled by Japanese divers, based in Monterey,
who harvested abalone by traditional free-diving techniques. By the 1920's
the Japanese had introduced the modern hard-hat diving suit to the fishery.
In 1928, the Pierce Brothers began using Japanese diving gear to harvest
abalone near Morro Bay. Bi l l Pierce of Morro Bay is credi ted as the first
of the Caucasian divers. This early effort spawned an entire industry for
the people of Morro Bay and introduced thousands of young men and women to
fishing. Many of these young divers taught biologists of the day to divewhich opened up the sea for further exploration and study.
Between 1916 and the mid-1960's, an average 2 m.illion pounds of abalone per
year was landed at Morro Bay, leading to the t i t le as "Abalone Capital of
t h e W o r l d " . T h e m a i n s t a y o f t h e i n d u s t r y w a s t h e r e d a b a l o n e , H a l i o t i s
rufescens the worlds largest of over 100 species. To many people, th is
level of harvest means one thing-over fishing. However, the fishery was well
managed and only the largest abalone {over 8" before 1959, 7 3/4" today)
harvested. Size l imits and area closures have protected the resource from
over explo i tatat ion. Even today, commercia l d ivers must stay at tached to
their boat by airl ine. No SCUBA equipment is allowed. Abalone permits
( i s s u e d b y t h e S t a t e ) a r e l i m i t e d t o 1 7 5 . T h e r e a r e a b o u t 1 2 0 a c t i v e
c o m m e r c i a l a b a l o n e d i v e r s t o d a y.
The biggest problems facing the abalone resource today are near-shore
po l lu t ion and the resu l t ing dest ruc t ion o f hab i ta t and the sea o t te r, Enhydra
lutris 1. Research has shown that as few as 100 sea otters may consume
1 m i l l i o n p o u n d s o f a b a l o n e p e r y e a r ( W i l d 1 9 7 4 ) .
Mariculture experiments (ocean farming) are now underway at Morro Bay which
may someday return our coasta l communi ty to the status of ABALONE CAPITAL
OF THE WORLDi Commercial and recreational divers are also experimenting with
r e - s e e d i n g o f r e e f s t o e n h a n c e t h e w i l d p o p u l a t i o n s o f a b a l o n e . M u c h i s
be ing learned about aba lone l i fe h is tory f rom these cooperat ive e ffor ts .
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