
Meet Trudi O’Brien 
 
In the early 1980s, there were six fish processing 
plants operating in Morro Bay, and “fishing was 
wide open.”  Trudi (Newton) O’Brien, like many 
other Morro Bay youngsters, gravitated to the 
waterfront for employment; at the age of 15 she 
was packing fish at Morro Bay Seafood. 
 
It was there that Trudi met Captain Tom Spittle 
(1937-1998, F/V Tomcat).  Captain Spittle fished 
vertical hook-and-line gear for blackgill rockfish, 
and generally took several deckhands along.  
Trudi convinced her mom to let her join them for 
a three-day trip, and made a whopping $500 for 
her five percent crew share.  Trudi says she 
knew then that, “I was going to be a millionaire 
fisherman when I grew up.  The seed was 
planted; all I had to do was find a boat.” 
 

Still, high school kept Trudi home for a few more years.  
Finally, in 1987, at the age of 18 she left Morro Bay with 
Captain Tony Castle (F/V Isabella), headed north to fish 
salmon for the summer; she had never been more 
excited in her life.  As Trudi quickly learned, all season 
long the other Morro Bay fishermen kept tabs on them, 
making certain she was okay. On board the Isabella, the 
petite Trudi was expected to do everything a male 
deckhand does, and she did.  The fish hold of the boat 
was not insulated, and one of Trudi’s jobs included 
taking a devil's fork (ice chipping tool), and breaking up 
the rock-hard ice to make slush for the barrels they used 
to store salmon.  Many years have passed since that 
first season, but Trudi still remembers the adrenalin rush 
she got from pulling and netting a salmon all by herself 
while Captain Castle chatted on the radio. 
 
After that first salmon season, Trudi was certain she wanted to fish for the 
rest of her life.  As luck would have it, about that time she also fell in love 
with Jeremiah O'Brien, “who loved to fish as much as me.”  That next 
season, Trudi was with Jeremiah on the F/V Florence, trolling for salmon.  
She recalled one trip off Big Sur where she got a Rodeo Star.  After what 

Captain Jeremiah O'Brien and his 
first mate, Trudi -- still in love, 
after all these years.  Photo by 
Susie Christian, April 2010. 



seemed like an hour of the fish doing 360-degree maneuvers, diving and 
jumping out of the water, she finally landed it—a nice 26-pound fish.  Trudi 
laughed as she recalled that it had probably really only taken minutes, and 
the entire time Jeremiah had been: “coaching me in how to not horse it but 
asking at the same time if I was sure I didn't want to give it to him to get to 
the boat.”   
 
In 1990, California voters passed Proposition 132, the Marine Resources 
Protection Act of 1990, effectively shutting down the 
inshore halibut gillnet fishery.  To supplement his lost 
income, Captain O’Brien built a 27-foot fiberglass 
Radon boat, sold the Florence and started diving for 
sea urchins.  By this time, Trudi had seriously injured 
her neck and was being retrained in computers.  
Diving for urchins required that Jeremiah be away for 
months at a time, diving out of northern ports, and 
Trudi wasn’t very happy.   
 
A few years later, Jeremiah expanded his dive 
activities to include harvesting abalone, and Trudi 
returned to the sea as his tender. (A tender is the 
person who stays topside and feeds hose to or 
retrieves hose from the diver as needed, ensures that 
the compressor is running, and unloads the abalone 
(or urchins) from the diver’s collecting bags as they’re 
sent up to the surface.)  Although she worked really 
hard, Trudy loved tending.  Days were spent out at 
the Channel Islands, and it was “a beautiful life.”  
Sometimes they would spend days at a time on their 
small boat, anchored at San Clemente Island.  In 
those instances, there would be a “pick-up boat” that 
would come out daily, bringing them fuel and 
groceries and picking up the urchins.  When the 
O’Briens felt in need of a break, they could spend a 
few days at nearby Catalina Island.  Then, in 1997, 
commercial abalone diving was closed.   
 
Knowing the income they could anticipate from urchin diving alone would not 
meet their needs, Jeremiah was considering getting out of fishing.  At the 
same time, after years of hemming and hawing, Fred Sears finally decided to 
sell his F/V Aguero, and Trudi said, “Let's do it.”  Although a life on the 
beach was tempting, she knew neither of them would be truly happy unless 
they were fishing.  And so Trudi’s next adventure began, on the F/V Aguero, 
a 49-foot steel boat built in Fort Bragg in 1972 by Spangler.   



 
After a decade or more of working on 
a boat that could travel 27 knots, 
plowing along at seven knots on the 
Aguero was quite a change, as was the 
change from fiberglass to steel.  
Bigger yet, however, was the change 
from anchoring every night to either 
running or drifting all night, often in 
horrible weather.  The O’Briens 
resumed harvesting salmon on the 
Aguero, and also began harvesting 
albacore, another new change for Trudi.  But still she loved it all, and was 
thrilled to travel to new ports and make new friends.  In particular, Trudi 
recalls the 2002 albacore season, when fishermen returned to port with full 
fish holds only to discover there were no markets for their product.  Trudi 
and Jeremiah were forced to sit in Ilwaco, Washington, for six weeks, with 
the boat running, in order to keep their 13 tons of albacore frozen – as did 
many other fishermen that year, in Ilwaco and most other ports.   
 
In addition to salmon and albacore, another change 
for Trudi was the addition of the swordfish driftnet 
fishery to their repertoire.  Trudi found it to be “a 
fascinating fishery,” sometimes “like Christmas and 
other times the net will be completely empty.”  
Added to the suspense of not knowing what was 
going to come up in the net was the danger of 
having a heavy net hanging from the stern of the 
boat, and Trudi remembers being out one day when 
forecasters were calling for 25 knots and it ended up 
blowing 65.  Of course, she prefers remembering the 
day they “landed a swordfish that weighed 650 
pounds after it was dressed out, which means it was 
probably around 800 pounds.”   
 
Unfortunately, by this time some neck ligaments that Trudi pulled when she 
was packing fish were telling her that she might be in the wrong business.  
She was learning that regardless of how much she tried, she was not 6'2 and 
did not weigh 200 pounds.  At the age of 31, Trudi made what she describes 
as “the hardest decision of my life, which was to get off of the boat.”  Eleven 
years later, she still misses it.   
 
In all her years of fishing, Trudi says she can remember: “Only three days 
when I thought I might not make it back to land,” but then she laughs and 



adds, “The other times I was probably having too much fun to notice the 
conditions.”  At the time of this interview, Trudi was studying to be a court 
reporter and anticipated having a new career soon.  After all her adventures, 
the eight-to-five world is going to be quite a change.   
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