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Newport Beach’s top seafood restaurants and markets serve up sustainable 
ocean-to-plate fare—some caught with their own fi shing boats.

by lArry urIsh

Newport Beach’s top seafood restaurants and markets serve up sustainable 

W
hile the ocean offers a place to 
catch some waves and a backdrop 
for sunset dinners on Newport’s 
coast, it’s also a source for what’s 

often on those dinner plates. 
In fact, the city is home to a number of hard-

working people who operate seafood markets 
and restaurants that offer fresh and sustainable 
seafood—healthy menu options that also help to 
maintain the ocean’s fi sh populations. Here, we 
reel in the tales behind some of those fi sh and 
their path from sea to table.

catches to local residents. Located just north of 
the Newport Beach Pier, the market offers every-
thing from spider crab and sablefi sh to sculpin 
and sea trout. Like all fresh-fi sh markets and res-
taurants, what’s available depends on the season, 
and what can be caught. 

One Dory Fleet vendor, Pierre Charest, owns 
Santa Barbara Live Seafood. Charest has been 
diving for and selling sea urchins, limpets, tur-
ban snails and sea cucumbers for 33 years. “I 
sell to wholesalers up the coast, but Newport 
Beach is a great retail location,” Charest says. 

Straight from the Source
It’s possible to get seafood that’s fresher than 
what’s available at Newport Beach’s seafood 
markets: Jump into the ocean, wrangle a fi sh and 
enjoy your sushi. But more rational folks from 
throughout SoCal visit the Newport Beach Dory 
Fishing Fleet Market and Pearson’s Port to shop 
for a variety of fi sh and other nautical critters 
hauled out of the water mere hours—sometimes 
minutes—earlier. 

The Newport Beach Dory Fishing Fleet began 
in 1891, when fi shermen began offering their 
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“Everything here is right out of the water.” All 
of his catches are sold live, hauled from the dock 
to Newport Beach. 

Some of the other Dory Fleet vendors include 
“Crabby Steve” Escobar, the Voyatzis Fishing Fleet, 
Giacomo D’Amato Seafood, and West Caught 
Fish Co., all of which offer an assortment of freshly 
caught fi sh and other delicacies from the sea. The 
market has endured for more than a century and 
continues as a cherished tradition. “I hope the 
Dory Fleet stays here in Newport Beach forever, 
for many generations to come,” says Marcos 
Voyatzis of Voyatzis Fishing Fleet.

Another local mainstay, Pearson’s Port, has 
been in business for nearly 50 years. It’s run out 
of a funky fl oating barge situated at the end of a 
small dock where the waters of Newport Harbor 
and the Back Bay mingle together. Three genera-
tions of friendly, community-minded Pearsons 
have offered a sustainable smorgasbord of live, 
freshly caught seafood.

“We manage 12 boats that fi sh from Monterey, 
[Calif.,] to Mexico,” says Carley Pearson. “My dad 
still does a lot of the fi shing.”

Live shrimp and lobster are both on display 
in holding tanks and, depending on the season, 
visitors can purchase swordfi sh, octopus, squid, 
crab, halibut and more. Quality remains the top 
priority at Pearson’s Port. 

“We’d be mortifi ed if anyone got anything 
from us that wasn’t completely fresh and top-
notch,” Pearson says. 

From Deck to Dish
If the fi sh on your plate isn’t coming from Dory 
Fleet or Pearson’s, rest assured that any restaurant 

with its own boat must also be serving the fresh-
est ocean fare available. Three such eateries in 
Newport Beach do just that. 

Since Bluewater Grill operates its own sword-
fi sh harpoon boat, the Pilikia, it’s no surprise that 
the eatery is best known for, well, its world-class 
swordfi sh, which typically weigh between 200 to 
400 pounds. “We carry our catch straight from 
the dock right through our front door,” says co-
owner Jimmy “Jim U” Ulcickas.

Aside from the swordfi sh, much of the menu 
is locally sourced, and when it comes to a popu-
lar menu item, salmon, Bluewater Grill pur-
chases from certifi ed organic sellers and only 
those who follow best aquaculture practices. 
“The key,” Ulcickas says, “is to buy only from 
the fi nest distributors out there, those that 
operate using sustainable practices. We insist on 
doing that.”

In the interest of sustainability, Bluewater 
never serves shark or Chilean sea bass, the latter 
of which is often harvested illegally. He adds that, 
when it comes to sustainable fi shing, “It’s impor-
tant to buy the right species during the right time 
of the year.” 

Circle Hook Fish Co., which opened last 
month in Lido Marina Village, operates two 
boats, the Isla Rose and Circle Hook. “We’re 
all about helping fi sh populations,” says Scott 
Breneman, the restaurant’s co-owner. “If fi sh 

populations suffer, we suffer.”
A fourth-generation fi sherman, Breneman 

also owns West Caught Fish Co., a Dory Fleet 
vendor. The same fresh fi sh available there is 
served at Circle Hook, which offers dishes like 
fi sh and chips, oysters, lobster rolls and specials 
featuring the daily catch. Breneman notes that, 
like Bluewater Grill, “We bring our catch into the 
restaurant right off our boat.”

Breneman carefully abides by the government 
regulations that protect the fi sh population. 
“We don’t catch anything that we shouldn’t,” 
he says. “All the fi sh species that we catch have 
rebounded.” And, as for fi sh purchased from 
others, “Circle Hook serves wild, U.S.-caught fi sh 
whenever possible.” 

Alongside Breneman, Thos Carson is the 
other co-owner of Circle Hook and his boat, 
Bearfl ag II, also provides fi sh for the eatery. 
Carson’s love of the ocean began when he fi rst 
cast his line into the water. Through the years, 
Carson worked aboard ships as a scrubber, deck-
hand, chef, second captain and, eventually, cap-
tain. His father, a steel fabricator, designed and 
constructed a fi shing vessel of their own, the 
Bear Flag, which today runs from the Channel 
Islands to Mexico.

Eventually, Carson started Bear Flag Fish Co. 
in 2007. The restaurant continually stresses 
freshness and sustainability: While serving up to
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Clockwise from opposite page: Bluewater Grill’s swordfi sh 
harpoon boat, the Pilikia; the waterside restaurant where 
that swordfi sh is served; the Pearson family, which runs 
Pearson’s Port fi sh market; Dory Fishing Fleet Market; 
preparing the day’s catch for sale; a boat-shaped booth
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a tasty variety of seafood, Carson and his team 
work to ensure that the ocean will continue to 
provide future generations with plenty of sea life.

No Boat? No Problem
While the vast majority of seafood restaurants 
don’t necessarily operate their own vessel, the 
fi nest are careful to buy only the freshest, most 
sustainable fi sh. In fact, Newport Beach is home 
to several that serve Pacifi c-to-plate cuisine that 
is sourced from local fi sh markets and top-qual-
ity market-fresh distributors.

For example, Executive Chef Andy Arndt is 
very clear about what he and his staff choose to 
serve at the Hook & Spear, located at Newport 
Beach Marriott Hotel & Spa: “If our fi sh isn’t sus-
tainable, we won’t serve it.” 

He eschews any ocean dweller found on 
Seafood Watch’s red list, which specifi es the fi sh 
with stressed populations that need to recover. 
As such, Hook & Spear no longer serves tuna, 
among other at-risk species. 

Freshness also remains a top priority here. 
“While we prefer to source our fresh seafood 
locally, we get our lobsters and some of our 
octopus from the East Coast, and our halibut 
from Mexico,” Arndt says. “It’s all fresh; nothing 
is frozen.”

Along with an assortment of fi sh, Hook & 
Spear’s top dishes include the lobster salad, Thai 
shrimp and oysters. “Our menu is constantly 
changing,” Arndt says. “It depends on what’s 
available … what’s running.”

Arndt remains passionate about ocean sus-
tainability to help preserve fi sh populations not 

Pierre Charest of Santa Barbara Live Seafood 
dives for urchins, which he sells at the Dory Fleet 
Fish Market.
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only for today, but for future generations as well. 
“One hundred years ago, people brought in mas-
sive amounts of fi sh,” he says. “Because of over-
fi shing, we don’t see that today. We want to do 
our part to help.”

And, with so many restaurants doing their 
part and offering sustainable seafood options 
around town, it’s possible to enjoy a different 
dish every night of the week featuring that day’s 
fresh catch. NBM

SERVINGS FROM THE SEA
WHILE IT MAY HELP TO HAVE YOUR OWN HARPOON BOAT, YOU CAN ENJOY THIS 
TASTY ENTREE AFTER VISITING A LOCAL FISH MARKET. 

Chipotle Blackened Swordfi sh 
with Corn and Avocado Relish
Servings: 4
¼ cup blackening spice
4 pieces of swordfi sh (7 ounces each)
¼ cup canola oil
1 cup chipotle rice (recipe follows)
½ cup avocado-corn relish (recipe follows)
1 tablespoon chive oil
1 tablespoon tomato oil

Preheat a large saute pan (or two smaller pans). Place blackening spices on a plate and coat 
fi sh on both sides, then place oil in the pan and saute fi sh on each side for approximately 3 
minutes per side or until dark and cooked through. To plate, spoon rice on a dish and top with 
cooked swordfi sh followed by the corn and avocado relish. Garnish with chive and tomato oil.

Spice Mix (for rice)
2 ounces butter
2 green bell peppers, medium diced
2 red bell peppers, medium diced
6 ounces red onion, medium diced
1 ½ teaspoons chipotle powder
2 teaspoons ground cumin
1 tablespoon paprika
1 bunch cilantro, chopped

In a sauce pot, add the butter, bell peppers and red onion 
and cook on medium heat for 7 minutes or until the veg-
etables are soft. Add in all of the spices and cilantro, then 
mix together. Let the mixture completely cool in the refrig-
erator, then add this mixture to the rice.

(Recipe courtesy of Bluewater Grill)

Chipotle Rice 
4 cups parboiled rice
6 cups water
2 ounces chicken base
8 ounces butter, melted
1 teaspoon white pepper
Spice mix (recipe follows)

Put all ingredients into a 
large pot and bring to a boil. 
Turn heat down to low and let 
cook for 15 minutes or until 
liquid is absorbed. Remove 
from heat and let the rice 
cool completely. 

Avocado-Corn Relish
8 ears of white or yellow corn
2 jalapenos, minced
3 avocados, diced small
8 ounces red onion, diced fi ne
5 ounces red bell pepper, diced fi ne
1 bunch cilantro, chopped
2 ounces garlic, minced 
5 ounces olive oil
5 ounces red wine vinegar
1 teaspoon kosher salt

Shuck the corn and roast on a grill, then let 
cool. Put jalapenos on the grill until skin is 
charred, then let cool. Cut corn off of the cob, 
peel and remove seeds from jalapenos and 
mince. Mix all ingredients together in bowl, taste 
and adjust seasoning, if needed. Store, covered, 
in the refrigerator.


