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Harry “The Fishing 
Samurai” Okuda 

Harry confirming that he caught a tuna that was as long as he was tall.
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H
arry Sine Okuda’s life 
was that of any child of 
a loving Japanese fam-
ily – loyal citizens who 
were raising their son to 

be a serious student with good values. 
Born in San Francisco, Calif. on June 
28, 1934, and named after his father, 
Harry was almost 8 years old when his 
family’s lives were turned upside down.

After Pearl Harbor, the Okudas were 
given six days to be ready to relocate to 
the Gila Rivers Relocation Center, one 
of the two camps set on American Indi-
an Reservations (the Akimel O’otham 
and Maricopa Indians) in Gila Bend, 
Ariz. The camp was named Rivers after 
Jim Rivers, the first Akimel O’otham 
hero killed in the First World War. This 
segregation camp evolved into the 
fourth-largest city in the state with a 
peak population of 13,348, and it oper-
ated from May 1942 to Nov. 16, 1945.

with my dad and grandpa. Now, I have a boat in 
Dana Point Harbor, and I fish with my son and 
grandkids. Life is good!” 

...Henrik Petersen

During Harry’s military service, he pursued a 
college degree, which he completed at University 
of Southern California. He was accepted into 
Northwestern University’s School of Dentistry, 
and with the assistance of the GI bill, he earned 
his dental degree, graduating in 1960. After 
receiving his California dental license, he 
opened an office in Huntington Beach, followed 
by one in Pomona. 

Harry’s reputation as an excellent and caring 
dentist grew. His patients praised his remarkable 
dental skills cloaked with his enthusiasm for 
life and all it had to offer. From the beginning 
of his career, Harry reserved Wednesdays and 
weekends to pursue his love of sportfishing and 
other outdoor sports, including skiing at Big 
Bear and other prime skiing locations in the 
winter months once his future wife Lan came 
into his life.

Harry’s intensity for fishing knew no bounds. 
Whether he was catching mackerel from 
Alfresco’s stern while in the slip, flinging jigs at 
barracuda on the local half-day boats, catching 
albacore, yellowfin, seabass, tuna, or billfish, his 
enthusiasm remained the same. 

Never intrusive and always willing to share 
his wealth of experience, knowledge, and skill 

As World War II clouds swirled, young Harry bonded with the local 
American Indian children, and they invited him to join them in 
playing and fishing along the canals close to the encampment. Using 
whatever tackle they could beg, borrow or build, every day they 
pursued six-inch trout, freshwater bass, perhaps something a little 
larger, or if they were lucky, a trophy-sized 5-pound catfish or carp.

Harry’s early fishing experiences fueled what would become a 
lifelong pursuit of sport fishing. He further nurtured his love of 
fishing by frequent family trips to the San Gabriel Mountain streams 
throughout his teens.

By the time he reached high school, despite his characteristically 
small stature, he had fine-tuned his speed and agility by constantly 
working out. His tenacity earned him a place as a running back on 
the Monrovia High School football team that won the California 
Interscholastic Federation title one year.

Following graduation, Harry joined the Army. After basic training, 

of sportfishing resulted in him being 
a welcomed guest on Bruce Kessler’s 
Zopilote, Marty Morris’s Ken-Dan, the 
Woodard’s Christina Lynn, and many 
other boats over the years. 

Often referred to as “The Fishing 
Samurai” by friends and acquaintances, 
Harry always showed respect for others 
and did everything and anything he 
could to make the fishing experience 
a pleasant one for every person on 
the boat. He was a disciplined and 
accomplished saltwater angler, having 
won many tournaments and Angler of 
the Year Awards from the multitude of 
clubs to which he belonged. 

Okuda was often referred to as “The Fishing 
Samurai” by friends and acquaintances.

After Lan and 
Harry met in 1984, 
they were insepa-
rable, sharing their 
interests in cycling, 
boating and, of 
course, sportfish-
ing over the course 
of their 36-year 
relationship. 

Never intrusive and always willing to 
share his wealth of experience, knowl-
edge and skill of sportfishing, he was 
a welcomed guest on Bruce Kessler’s 
Zopilote, Marty Morris’s KenDan, the 
Woodard’s Christina Lynn, and many 
other boats over the years. 

After Pearl Harbor, the Okudas were given six days to be ready to relocate to the Gila 
Rivers Relocation Center, one of the two camps set on American Indian Reservations 
(the Akimel O’otham and Maricopa Indians) in Gila Bend, Ariz.

he was stationed in Korea, where he was randomly assigned to serve as 
a dental technician, which ultimately led him to a career in dentistry.

“He was my dentist for several years.... from the time I was around 5 
years old until I was 10 or 11. I was always a good boy in the dental chair 
and got to pick a toy out of his treasure chest after each appointment, 
but I was eager to go and see Dr. Harry because I was fascinated with his 
fishing stories. He was my hero. I was on the Huntington Beach pier a lot 

Harry demonstrated his 
exuberance for fishing in 
many ways.
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Throughout his life, Harry believed in participating 
in the clubs and organizations that represented 
sportfishing. Some of the clubs he belonged to 
during his lifetime were: Pacific Anglers, Balboa 
Angling Club, Los Angeles Billfish Club, San Diego 
Marlin Club, Southwestern Yacht Club Anglers, 
Kona Kai Anglers, Los Pescadores, So Cal Tuna 
Club, International Gamefish Association, National 
Coalition of Marine Fisheries, The Billfish Foundation, 
Kona Gamefish Club, (Hawaii) Huntington Harbor 
Anglers, International Light-Tackle Tournament 
Association, Clube de Pesca de Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) 
and the Cairns Game Fishing Club (Australia)

An international angler who delighted in traveling 
to the ends of the earth in search of another exotic 
fish, his catch list included:

1965  289-pound black sea bass, Cortes Bank.
1968  65-pound white sea bass, Catalina Island.
1972  397-1/2-pound swordfish, Anacapa Island.
1975  145-pound yellowfin tuna, Hawaii.
1976  774-pound black marlin, Australia.
1976  52-pound roosterfish, Baja.
1977  96-pound wahoo, Baja.
1978  80-pound dolphin, Rio de Janeiro.
1997  210-pound striped marlin.
According to the late columnist Chuck 

Garrison “The Fishing Samurai” could be found 
“working out nightly in his Pompanette fighting chair 
in his garage. Beginning about three months before 
a major fishing adventure, Harry would tie his 80- to 
130-pound class line to the garage door, setting the 
drag at 40 or 50 pounds, and would do 100 reps of 
the old lift-and-drop-the-rod routine, a procedure that 

In 1968, Harry landed a 
65-pound white seabass 
at Catalina Island that he 
considered one of his eight 
most notable catches. 

Harry’s fishing career 
spanned decades as he 
pursued huge fish in 
faraway places such as the 
Great Barrier Reef. 
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would strengthen his leg muscles.”
Lan Tran, who graduated from dental college in 1983, approached Harry 

in Pomona asking for a job in his practice. Harry passed at first, believing he 
didn’t need another person in his small office, but he kept her number. A 
year later, he called out of the blue, asking her to help him with his practice. 

This was a stroke of genius. Lan convinced Harry to purchase land in 
Moreno Valley to erect a building for their practice instead of paying rent, 
which ultimately led to Harry’s and Lan’s joint dental practice venture. 
While practicing in Moreno Valley, he received the coveted Paul Harris 
Fellow Award for his community contributions. Not only did Harry find a 
business partner, but he found the love of his life. Lan and Harry married in 
1986 and Lan recently said, “Our love was special, and I feel very lucky to 
have shared my life with him.”

After 10 years of a successful practice together in Moreno Valley, Harry 
and Lan moved to San Diego in 1994. Harry retired, and Lan kept a busy 

dental practice going.
Once they established a foothold 

in San Diego and made many friends, 
they teamed up with the Morris family 
among others, to help raise more 
than $3 million for the Make-A-Wish 
Foundation of San Diego via the 25-
plus year run of the wildly successful 
Tuna Challenge tournament.

Harry taught Lan fishing and 
boating on their three Alfrescos 
declaring her “The Admiral.”  During 
an International Light Tackle 
Tournament, the boat Watercloset 
was hooked to a fish that might have 
been a tournament fish. As Lan and 
Harry passed by, Lan saw a fish jump. 
Excitedly, she began yelling for Harry 
to go after it. However, Harry realized 
in time that it was hooked by an 
angler on the WC.

Several years later, “The Admiral” 
became interested in competitive 
cycle racing and Harry changed his 
nickname for her to “The Silver Fox.” 
Delighted with her courage and 
determination, Harry always sought 
that perfect shot of Lan in action.

Of course, there was always 
fishing. He landed his first and only 
swordfish, a 397.5-pounder, in 1972 
off Anacapa Island, an ultimate, 
fish-of-a-lifetime highlight in any 
offshore angler’s career. 

For many years, however, Harry 
had wanted to catch a striped marlin 
on Alfresco III, a 46-foot Hatteras, 
alone – landing it by himself with 
no outside assistance. This is an 
ambitious achievement sought after 
by many SoCal anglers and others for 
half a century. 

The feat requires either a skilled 
and knowledgeable individual with 
the physical strength and dexterity to 
tag or land the large fish, or someone 
who is extraordinarily lucky. On 
Monday, Oct. 11, 2004, one of the 
local sport boats, while anchored on 
the Rock Pile (below South Coronado 
Island, about 22 miles south of Point 
Loma) had hooked a striped marlin 
that promptly got away. With that 
sliver of hot dope, flat seas and 
windless skies, Harry concluded that 
this was as good a day as any for him 
to try for his solo marlin. Off he went 
by himself aboard the Alfresco III. He 
trolled on down the upper portion 

By far the largest thresher shark ever boated on the Alfresco. 
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“On the long-range trips with Bob Woodard on 
Christina Lynn, Harry would always bring aboard 
the makings for sushi. He made great sushi, and 
fresh from the sea it didn’t get any better. Tuna rolls 
and California rolls. Ah, good tasting memories. 
Thanks, Harry.”

… Walt Gutjahr

Harry considered the solo catch of the striped 
marlin and 397.5-pound broadbill swordfish his 
most significant catches.

It is a tradition worth noting that a marlin 
fisherman will leave the last marlin flag flying 
on his boat until it leaves the dock again. Harry 
threatened to keep the flag that he had earned 
flying on Alfresco III’s outrigger at the dock until 
he sold the boat and only fish long-range or on 
friends’ boats. 

“I’m not certain that happened, but I am certain 
that was one proud “Samurai!”

 ...That Baja Guy

Harry passed quietly with Lan, his beloved wife 
of 34 years, by his side on Thanksgiving Day, Nov. 
26, 2020. He is survived by his son Harry, Jr. from 
his second marriage, two granddaughters, Bailey 
and Vivian, his brother Tsutomu, who passed 
away in 2021, his sister-in-law Yoshiko, several 
nieces and a nephew. 

 At the Marlin Club, he learned the fish weighed 127 
pounds, but it wasn’t the size, it was the achievement 
that mattered. Harry had finally checked that box.

He described his catch well. “You might call this 
the highlight of the twilight of my fishing career,” 
Okuda observed. “But this marlin was so much more 
satisfying because I did it alone, all by myself on a 46 
Hatteras at age 70!”

More importantly, his catch was added to the “Wall 
of Honor “in the Anglers’ room of the Southwestern 
Yacht Club, along with so many of the Club’s 
immortals including his buddy, Walt Gutjahr who 
aboard his 35-foot Jeffries, Der Elf without cockpit 
controls, at the age of 72 is recognized as the oldest 
successful solo angler on record. (As a footnote, 
Gutjahr is celebrating his 89th birthday at the end of 
July 2021.)
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Lan and Harry after a productive night in search of the gray ghosts.

Lan with a dorado

In addition to Harry’s solo marlin. Lan and Harry shared a couples only day together.


