
A WINTER’S EVENING SUNSET at Torrey Pines state

beach can make for some scenic fishing.
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The feeling of icy cold seawater breaching the

top of your waders is one of those things you just

have to live with when winter surf perch fishing.

Rogue waves and wading just that little bit

further all lead to the inevitable dousing once in a

while.  The payoff is often having the beach

largely to yourself and being able to enjoy some

great light-line fishing while taking home a few

taco fillers too if that is what you like.

While summer surf fishing for Corbina is one of

my favorite past-times, winter finds me

switching targets and focusing on the abundant

surf perch to be found along our sandy beaches.

The most abundant species by far in Southern

California is the Barred Surf Perch, Amphistichus

argenteus, with usually a few Walleye Surf Perch

mixed in for good measure. They can be found

all the way from Bodega Bay, just north of San

Francisco down into Baja. North of this area the Redtail and Calico Surf Perch become more abundant.

Although by definition they live in the surf zone year round, the larger mature perch seem to have more of a

presence from December to March as they start to spawn. The females actually carry live young for about 5

months from winter into the late spring, giving birth usually between April and July with counts being made of

anywhere from 4 up to 100+ young in the oldest and largest individuals (Triplett 1960).

The California record is a whopping 4lb 2oz held jointly by fish from Oxnard and Morro Bay and it is believed

the females can live for up to 9 years to attain this extraordinary size, while the males can live for up to 6 years.

The two record fish measured one at 17 inches and the other nearly 18 inches according to Stephen Wertz, an

Associate Marine Biologist at the DFG’s saltwater angling records program. This is definitely not the norm

though and most anglers are happy to catch a fish of around 11-12” or over 1lb out of the dozens of “micro-

perch” that are usually smaller than this. What they lack in size they happily make up in numbers though and it

is not unusual to find a school and be able to land fish after fish with catches of 30+ not being unusual at times



A NICE BARRED SURF-PERCH caught on a short winter’s
afternoon by the author as the sun was going down.

for a few short hours work. At a time of the
year when most other traditional fisheries are
slow or non-existent the humble perch can
therefore fill a useful niche in your angling
calendar.

As with most other surf species, sand crabs
make up a large proportion of their diet but in
the winter when these are scarce in the surf,
bloodworms, bean clams and other small
crustaceans become the main food source.
Although it is not mentioned in any of the
reference materials I could find, the fact that
small in-line spinners and kastmasters account
for some fish means they likely also target
small bait fish too so do give them a try for a

change of pace. Some recent catches of my
own in early January from Torrey Pines State
beach certainly back up the bean clam food
source. I took a couple of fish home for tacos and was amazed to find the stomachs completely chock full of the
small clams that seem to swap places with the sand crabs each year from the fall into spring. Did I try these as
hook bait yet? – No. Am I going too? – you bet! Other good natural baits are ghost shrimp, bloodworm and
mussel. On the artificials front, small 1 ½ inch grubs in Motor Oil/Red Flake are perhaps the most often used.
Quite why this color seems far superior to any other is open to question but it is without doubt the most popular
by far. This season there is a newcomer to the scene from Berkley that has got a lot of attention from regular

beach goers. The Gulp series has introduced a Sandworm
pattern that has been proving very productive and long-lasting
on the hook. I use 1 – 2 inch pieces and have caught up to half
a dozen fish per piece making them very economical in the
long run. The super-strong scent may have something to do
with their success, and you can’t miss it once you open the
package. Others have used half or even whole worms to take
some very nice sized perch and it will be interesting to see
what else will take them as the spring and summer arrives. I
had a bonus winter Corbina myself in late December on them.

As far as tackle goes, I personally like to use a medium-light
spinning setup. My own preference is for a 6 ½ or 7 foot rod,
mine are made by Pflueger which produce very sensitive rods
for a great price and which hold up well in the saltwater
thanks to the components they use. I match this with a
Mitchell 308 Gold loaded with 4lb P-line fluoroclear. The
smooth drag thanks to the 10 ball bearings in the Mitchell
comes in very handy when a winter Corbina or big Spotfin
Croaker turns up unexpectedly. A simple Carolina rig
comprises the terminal tackle. Depending on the strength of
the surf I use ¼ oz up to ¾ oz drilled bullet sinkers above a
small bead and swivel. My leader is usually made of my main
line but you can also use pure fluorocarbon if the bite is slow.

With the roil of the surf stirring the sand up though this is not usually necessary or have a particularly large
benefit as visibility is limited. I like to use anywhere from 12 to 16 inches of leader with a size 6 Owner

DESPITE THE GRAYNESS
of a winter’s day at the beach,
the fishing can still be fun


