
Meet Butch Sylvester 
 
The youngest son of Port San Luis abalone processor 
Joe Sylvester, James “Butch” Sylvester grew up on 
the waterfront, and as a child could be found either 
fishing from the breakwater or clambering over the 
rocks, looking for treasures (he once found a 
fossilized megalodon tooth).   
 
As he grew older, Butch could always find work – 
there was his father’s abalone business, his uncle’s 
sport fishing boat, the family tug business, and two 
older brothers who were both commercial fishermen.  
Aside from an obligatory two-year tour of duty in 
Vietnam with the U.S. Marines, he never had a 
reason to look elsewhere for his livelihood.  
 
From 1969 through 2008, Butch was captain of the 
F/V Little Joe, a 32-foot wooden vessel built in 
Oceano by brothers Carl and Bert Beck and launched 
in 1947. His father acquired the boat in 1968, after it had fallen into disrepair.  Butch’s older 
brothers Dick and Ed then rebuilt the boat, while young Butch painted, scraped and cleaned 
up after them.  The boat was then renamed in honor of their father, and Joe Sylvester 
fished it for a year with Butch, showing him the ropes, before turning over the helm. 
 
Captain Butch Sylvester was raised to respect and protect the fisheries and the resources on 
which he depended.  He loved being a commercial fisherman.  He enjoyed the feeling of 
competition, and excelled at his craft. Over the years, he trolled for salmon and albacore, 
fished gill nets and trammel nets for white sea bass, California halibut, barracuda and 
Dungeness crab, and also trapped Dungeness crabs.  His favorite fishery by far was the 
nearshore halibut gillnet fishery, now closed. 
 
Captain Sylvester is married to Kim.  He has two children, a son and a daughter, both of 
whom are grown.  From the age of ten through his teen years, Captain Sylvester’s son 
fished summers with his father, and family tradition dictated that one day the Little Joe 
would be his.  Confronted by the ever-increasing regulatory burdens commercial fishermen 
face, however, his son chose a different career path.  When he retired in 2008, Captain 
Sylvester transferred the Little Joe to his brother Ed. 
 
Although no longer actively fishing, Captain Sylvester is still spotted around both Port San 
Luis and Morro Bay, and at times can even be talked in to going fishing.  In 2010, Faces 
found Captain Sylvester working as crewman for his lifetime friend and fishing partner, 
Captain Tommy St. John (F/V Joey Lee) in a Genetic Stock Identification Project, a 
collaborative attempt to determine the range and distribution of salmon in the ocean 
involving National Marine Fisheries Service, California Department of Fish and Game, 
University of California Santa Cruz and the commercial salmon fishing fleet.  We think Joe 
Sylvester would be proud to know that his son was working to help protect the fisheries. 
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Retired Captain James "Butch" 
Sylvester in Morro Bay, July 2010.  
Photo by Barbara Healy Stickel. 


