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OPERATION OF A CALIFORNIA SHRIMP TRAWL* 
 

By D. H. Fry, Jr. 

 

The California shrimp catch is all taken in San Francisco Bay with two 

kinds of gear—beam trawls and the tide-operated Chinese shrimp nets. 

Bonnot in his report (“The shrimp industry of California’’; Calif. Div. Fish and 

Game, Fish Bull. 38, 1932) describes both kinds of gear and explains the 

operation of the Chinese nets. Mr. William F. Petersen, a Marin County shrimp 

fisherman, was kind enough to take me out and show me how the beam 

trawls are operated. 

 

 
Fig. 84. Diagram of shrimp trawl. 

 

Most of the boats used for shrimp trawling are the same type of one-

man fishing boat that seen all over the State. Approximate specifications of 

the boats are: Iength, 25 to 30 feet; beam, about 8 feet; highly crowned deck; 

flaring bows; pointed at both ends; a small house; and  6- or 8-horsepower 

engine. They are known as jigboats in southern California and salmon trollers 

in the northern part. [Ed. note: These are indeed what we know as “Monterey 

Clippers”] 

The beam trawls are about 60 feet long and 20 by 2-1/2 feet at the 

mouth. They are shaped like a rectangular-mouthed funnel, with 20-foot 

‘‘Wings’’ attached to the mouth along the short sides. A 2-1/2-foot pole (brail) 

at the end of each wing helps to keep the top of the net off the mud, and a 

20-foot pole (beam), about 2-1/2 inches diameter, keeps the ends of the 

wings apart, thus holding the net open. The brails are fastened to this beam 

by short bridle lines. The towing line is tied to the middle of another bridle 

line, each end of which is fastened to an end of the beam. When the net is 

pulled through the water, the cork and lead lines hang back of the beam in a 



U-shaped curve with the cork line slightly in advance. One 15-pound weight is 

attached to the lower end of each brail. The ‘‘lead’’ line itself is not weighted 

at all; it consists of old loosely twisted gill netting tied together to form a rope 

nearly 2 inches in diameter. The large diameter is to keep it from digging too 

deeply into the mud and the loose texture is so that it will become water-

logged as soon as it is thrown overboard. The length of the lead line (and 

hence the slack with which it hangs) is very important. A line, if too short, dips 

into the mud whereas a long one may pass over most of the shrimp. The bag 

is a 20-foot tube of webbing tied shut at the rear end. This length is so that a 

large catch can be divided, part shaken into each of the two halves, and 

hauled aboard in installments. 

The net is carried with the beam laid lengthwise to the boat and the 

webbing is laid on top of it, all next to the rail. At the start of the haul, the 

boat is turned sharply toward the side on which the net is piled and the 

webbing is thrown overboard. After the webbing, the beam and brails go over 

and the center of the bridle line is quickly taken aft and hooked over a pin in 

the stern. The net is then towed on the surface until it has straightened itself 

out properly and the boat is headed in the right direction; then the bridle is 

slipped off the pin and the towing line is paid out. 

 

 
Fig. 85. Shrimp boat circling to lift net and catch to surface. 

 

The net is dragged with the tide for a short haul of half a mile or a mile. 

During the drag, the boat is steered with the net instead of with the rudder; a 

change of course is effected by moving the tow line to one side of the stern or 



to the other. When the drag is finished, the motor is reversed, the rudder 

turned .so that the boat will pass just to one side of the net and the tiller is 

locked in position by placing a pin on each side of it. The tow line is hauled in 

by hand until the boat is along side of the net. The clutch is then thrown out 

and the forward end of the net is lifted to the surface. The beam is laid on 

deck and held by two pins nearly 20 feet apart on the side of the boat, thus 

fastening the net to the side. The boat is then turned sharply toward that side 

and started forward. This maneuver is tile same as the one used in getting the 

net out but serves in this case to lift the entire net and catch to the surface. 

When this is accomplished, the boat is stopped; the brails and forward part of 

the net are lifted on board and the forward part of the bag is made fast by 

wrapping it two or three times around a pin. Then the boat is started and the 

circling resumed. A rope, which leads from the forward part of the net to the 

tip of the bag, is then pulled in until the catch is washed front the rear of the 

bag into a part a few feet further forward. The rope is then slackened and the 

shrimp are promptly washed back into the tip. This is repeated several times 

or until all the mud is washed out. The boat is then stopped and the bag is 

pulled in. If the catch is small, it is slid over the side; if large, it is lifted aboard 

with block and tackle.  A lashing around the tip of the bag is removed and the 

catch is shaken onto the deck. The fisherman then goes back to his original 

starting point and begins a second haul. While the drag is being made, the 

catch is sorted, the shrimp are placed in baskets and the fish and waste are 

thrown overboard. It is illegal to keep fish taken in a shrimp trawl.  

The best fishing appears to be at the last half of the incoming tide, the 

turn being the best of all. When I went out, all the boats were fishing near 

McNears Point on the Marin shore and in that area none of them bothered to 

fish the ebbing tide.  

The reason for making several short hauls instead of one or two long 

ones is that the best fishing may be in a quite limited area. The system used is 

to drag several times over the area, going with the tide each time, and just at 

the turn of the tide, when fishing is best, to make a double length haul by 

turning about without lifting the net and dragging back over the course. 

 

*Contribution No. 135 from the California State Fisheries Laboratory, October, 

1933. 

 



 
Fig. 86. Washing the catch by alternately hauling and releasing a  

rope attached to the end of the bag. 

 

 
Fig 87. Hauling the catch over the side. 

 

 


