ditiiiSme

Got Roe?

Take Advantage of Grunion Spawning to Increase Your
Inshore Success

Feature and Photos by Paul Sharman

March 2005

In the commuter-driven realm of Southern California, residents are well aware of the up-
tempo pace of the lifestyle. Whether it’s work, dining or recreation, the term “on the run”
fits every aspect. For the beach-bound angler however — one trying to escape the frenzy of
existence — fishing on the run may have a completely different meaning. Indeed, when it
refers to the grunion and its unique lifecycle, coastal fishing is always energized.



From March to August each year, a strange phenomenon takes place that sees men, women and children
running up and down the shoreline, dashing in and out of the surf lines of certain sandy Southern Californian
and Northern Baja beaches late at night. This takes place a few days after both the full and new moons, and no -
this is not yet another new Californian health craze!

The fact is, Grunion are the quarry. A long silvery fish which average about 4 to 5 inches long and which are in
the same family as the smelt which explains their very similar appearance. What sets them apart is that they
have a very unique way of spawning in the sand that is only covered when the tides are at their highest.
Swimming up the beach with a good wave, they temporarily strand themselves as it recedes. The female
wriggles and burrows down into the sand tail first leaving her head exposed while the male curls around her
while they spawn. On a good Grunion run the tide line is covered with hundreds or even thousands of fish
sometimes for anywhere up to about an hour as they come and go.

On The RU n Get right in the heart of the action. The author’s father, Allan Sharman, fishing inside San
. . Diego Bay as the sun drops waiting for the Grunion to start moving in, and along with them, a
This flurry of activity only  variety of predators: California halibut, barracuda, white seabass, both the sand and spotted
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Even more specifically the _
spawning event itself typically
only happens a couple of hours
after the top of the tides (see
sidebar for more information).
This event known as the
‘Grunion run’ has become
eagerly anticipated over the
millennia by both man and
beast, or more importantly,
fish, alike!

The numbers of fish involved
in this regular movement to the
beaches is hard to miss and so
of course the predator species
have become very attuned to taking full advantage of thls Whlle tagging studies have shown grunion do not
migrate very far, once they move up into the shallower waters ready to spawn, they become much easier targets.
The shoals of Grunion can often be spotted off the beaches several nights prior to each run which means the
window of opportunity for the angler to also take advantage of this mass movement of prey fish is actually quite
long. The (what I like to term) active species you are most likely to encounter when fishing a run are California
Halibut, Barracuda, White Sea Bass, Shortfin Corvina and both the Sand and Spotted Bay Bass. They all follow
the schools of Grunion to the beaches and can be expected to be around in larger concentrations than usual
when a run is due to occur. They are all hunters in that they will chase live prey.
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Swimming with the fishes

Apart from all the choices of artificial baits, for me, the most fun is to be had using Grunion for live bait. It’s
just like a scaled down version of fishing Sardines or Anchovies for Tuna. Just be aware that Grunion can only
be caught by hand and have a closed season in April and May. (See the sidebar for more information on the
regulations.)

A fringe benefit is that you can always take home leftover bait and deep-fry it for yourself the next day! While
perhaps not a widespread US dish, in my native Europe and Asia these types of dishes, usually known as
“Whitebait” are very popular. This therefore helps to explain the myriad of non-fisherfolk with whom you will



often share the beach, who also turn up to colleet Grunion. These can be quite the family gatigerin
sometimes as the adults monitor the buckets opftapfish while the kids are sent running up angviddhe
beach to collect their wriggling bounty. You canaigme they must have quite a fish-fry the next déye
supply is not inexhaustible though, so althoughetbare no actual limits you should only keep whai gan
actually use.

In March, and then again from June to August whegstwring and therefore fishing live bait is legdidve a
second set of gear with me in anticipation of sdwgger fish. Along with the spinning gear | now ¢a&
heavier bait-casting set-up too. Again, | prefer himano Compre series of rods, utilizing theat foedium-
heavy rod this time (CPC70MH) which has an extst faper for quickly connecting me to a biting fisih the
past | have matched this with a classic red Abu Asshdeur 6601CB spooled with 12lb P-Line Fluoragclea
but this year | am looking forward to trying out mgw Quantum Cabo bait-caster (CBC21PTS) also redtch
with 10Ib line for a bit more sport. The drags dddoe a little smoother on this reel so | hopeiiegt a good
workout on a large Halibut or Corvina.

At the sharp end
The accepted wisdom and that preached by the bébéogou also see at some of the beaches leadidgdyu
walks during the runs is that the first fish to e@pon the beach are often males prospecting. ¥ould let
them return to the water and then the main masarofhion will start their run soon after. Disturbittie first
fish can lead to the run being abandoned that rsglit pays to be patient. Once the run gets uragepproperly
you can either use the moonlight or torch lighspot the gatherings of Grunion as they are lefthebeach by
a receding wave. | prefer to leave
the obvious females that have
half buried themselves to do their
thing and continue the species
and concentrate on gathering the
smaller males that gather around
them. The males are also much
firmer and stronger swimming
fish than the soft spawned out
females and so make better bait
anyway.
| use a Plano style bait bucket
with a hinged lid to keep my
Grunion in. They are very lively
and will quickly escape from
open topped containers. The
ubiquitous 5 gallon bucket also
works of course, just make sure
to bring the lid along too.
In the shallow waters next to the
beach you will see the boils and
A nice Shortfin Corvina caught by the author on aive Grunion during a run hear the splashes of the predators
and it is not that unusual as |
mentioned earlier to see a large Halibut leapiregricbf the water in pursuit of a lively grunion! Yalon’t
always need a long cast either as dropping youriteally at your feet can often result in a bitdowed by a
screaming run away from the beach. Under the covearkness the predators are not shy in comirig ag
into inches of water to chase their prey. Althostgmdard livebait J-style hooks can be used, epiefkize 4 or
6 light wire circle hook such as Owners Mutu pattetich is tied direct to the main line and seembé the
best match for the Grunion and allows them to swewly. Pin your bait on through the nose just Bk8ardine
or Smelt and you are ready for action. Once yolehatched out or dropped your live bait in the wateork it



