
Meet Harlen Larsen 
 

When he was only five years old, Harlen 
Larsen first joined his father, Captain Axel 
Larsen (1906-1995), on an albacore 
fishing trip.  When asked if this was to 
give his mother a rest, he replied, “No, I 
think it was because I just loved being 
with my father.”  From that point on, he 
remembers spending every day that he 
could with his father, fishing -- weekends, 
school holidays and summer vacations.  
For that matter, it wasn’t unusual for 
Captain Larsen to keep his two sons 
(Harlen and his older brother, Alan) at sea 

for weeks after school started in the fall, getting in one last albacore trip 
down in Mexican waters.   
 
While fishing was a great adventure for the five-year-old, by the time he 
reached his teens, Harlen “HAD to go fishing.”  In addition to chasing 
albacore in the summer months, during the winter months his father had a 
string of lobster traps they would take out to the Channel Islands.  After 
setting the gear, Captain Axel would anchor his boat and send Harlen out in 
an 18-foot dory to work the traps by hand.   
 
In 1948, his father built and launched the wooden F/V Skagerrak.  That was 
also the year the Larsens first visited the burgeoning fishing port of Morro 
Bay, bringing in a load of albacore.  Eight years later, when Harlen left his 
home port of Newport Beach, he remembered the welcome they had 
received in Morro Bay.  For the next fifty years, there would be at least one 
Captain Larsen operating out of Morro Bay. 
 
After a lifetime of fishing with his father, Harlen had no problem finding 
boats to captain for others.  He remembers one trip on the F/V Magdelena, 
with Harold “Buck” Buckman.  They were out after swordfish, and Harlen’s 
job was to pilot the boat up to the sleeping fish, getting close enough to 
allow the older man to harpoon it from a plank extending from the bow of 
the vessel.  They’d had a successful trip, and were on their way in when the 
weather came up.  Harlen remembers that both men were up in the crow’s 
nest on the small boat, watching for just one more swordfish, when the boat 
rolled far enough over that he felt he could touch the water.  They made it 

Captain Harlen Larsen, Morro Bay, 1980.  
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safely back to Newport Beach, but Buckman needed a new pilot for his next 
trip. 
 
For a brief period during his early years in Morro Bay, Harlen fished the F/V 
Jackie Boy, a 48-foot wooden Monterey fantail, using lampara nets to 
harvest bait for the local sport landing.  In 1963, he began running the F/V 
Papoose for John Scofield.  After the first year, however, Harlen wanted to 
purchase the boat. Scofield, interested in seeing the youngster succeed, 
offered to instead raise Harlen’s percentage of the catch to 75% before 
expenses – an offer that could not be refused.  That summer, however, 
before he could really capitalize on the deal, Scofield died and his widow sold 
the boat to Harlen. 
 
On the Papoose, Harlen trolled for salmon and 
albacore, and fished gillnets for halibut and white 
sea bass.  He added refrigeration to the boat, 
allowing him to make longer albacore trips and 
deliver a higher quality product.  The first year he 
fished the boat (1963) was a particularly wet winter, 
and Harlen remembers there was often debris in his 
gillnets, including a dead cow.   
 
After owning the Papoose for just two or three 
years, Harlen was just about to start spooling his 
gillnets onto his net reel one day when he was 
approached by another fisherman, John Lane, who 
asked, “Is that boat for sale?”  Harlen looked up, 
said “Give me a minute,” and ran down the waterfront to where his father 
was, onboard the Skagerrak – “Dad, sell me your boat?” “When?” “Now.” 
“Okay.”  Harlen still laughs as he remembers that two days later his father 
was sitting at the kitchen table, wondering what happened, and Harlen was 
out fishing his nets on the Skagerrak. 
 
The Skagerrak was a sturdy boat, built with all the skill and knowledge of his 
father’s many years of commercial fishing, and Harlen was able to put the 
boat to good use. Over the next four or five years, Harlen settled into a 
steady routine, fishing the Skagerrak as he had learned at his father’s knee, 
trolling for albacore in the summer and setting his gillnets for halibut and 
white sea bass during the rest of the year.  Finally, the fateful summer of 
1969 rolled around – remembered by most for events such as Woodstock 
and the first moon walk, events which pale compared to Harlen’s experience, 
when the Skagerrak was struck by another vessel and cut in two.  (For more 
on this incident, see Captain Larsen’s Fish Tale, Half A Boat. 

Four decades later, the F/V 
Papoose was still working -- 
here's the boat at the dock in 
Fort Bragg in 2005. 
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Boatless, Harlen turned to running the F/V Billy Boy, again fishing with 
lampara nets for bait to supply the local Morro Bay sport landing while he 
searched for a replacement vessel.  By this time, Harlen’s sister Diane had 
married then-Texas shrimp fisherman Don Kubiak, and his father was in 
Texas participating in the booming shrimp fishery.  After finding that local 
boat builders were too busy to accommodate his needs, Harlen turned to the 
Texas boatyards.  To his disappointment, the yards there were flooded with 
orders for fleets of vessels, and his paltry little albacore troller was of little 
import -- even with cash in hand it could be up to five years before his 
vessel would roll off the production line.  Harlen was at a loss as to how to 
replace the Skagerrak, when out of the blue he got a call from Moss Landing 
boat builder Martin Allen – there was a keel in his yard, already laid, and the 
buyer had backed out; for $1,500 down, the boat could be had. 
 
The 56-foot steel F/V Cynthia began its 
fishing career in 1972; after launching – 
just a bare house and hull – it took Harlen 
another year to finish and equip the 
vessel.  For about two years, Harlen 
fished the Cynthia for albacore and with 
his gillnets, and then he was approached 
by Martin Tomich about producing fish for 
Gold Nugget Seafoods’ fillet market.  
Harlen remembers replying that it would 
be difficult for him to obtain the gear 
needed to convert the Cynthia to a trawl 
vessel.  In response, the buyer had gear 
promptly shipped to town so that the boat 
could be outfitted.  For the next 37 years, the Cynthia would be used to 
trawl for sole, halibut, rockfish and pink shrimp in California, Oregon and 
Washington.  
 
In 2009, The Nature Conservancy approached Harlen about helping to 
protect the resources which had provided for his family over the years 
through their Ocean Habitat Protection Program.  No longer actively involved 
in trawl fisheries, the Cynthia is now equipped to trap Dungeness crab and 
black cod, and to troll for albacore and salmon. 
 
Harlen married Darlene in 1956; they have three grown children and three 
grandchildren.  Continuing the tradition, the entire family would frequently 
go out fishing in the summer months.  By the time the boys graduated high 

Captain Harlen Larsen's F/V Cynthia, 
rigged for trawling. 
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school, both were fishing full time with their father.   Naturally they wanted 
more independence, and Harlen was finally convinced to take a vacation and 
let them try it own their own.  As Harlen explains, while he never actually 
retired, eventually it became easier to just let them go fishing while he 
stayed on the beach. 
 

Today their daughter, Cynthia, is a an optician 
and both sons, Curtis (F/V Alex) and Randy (F/V 
Cynthia), have gone on to work in other fields 
where they feel they are guaranteed more 
security for their families than is promised by 
commercial fishing.   
 
In the fall of 2010, Harlen was busy supervising 
grandsons Patrick and Michael as they did 
maintenance on the Cynthia.  Upon being 
asked, Patrick replied that he would like to 
continue the family fishing legacy; sadly, 
however, there is no longer an active fisherman 

in the family with whom he could apprentice, and the Cynthia is for sale. 
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Homeward bound:  F/V Cynthia 
returns to Morro Bay with a deck 
load of Dungeness crab traps, ca 
2007.  Photo by Lori French. 


