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Grumpy's Bait and Tackle...one of the places where fishing magazines find fishermen.

I Hope This Finds You Well...

s a polite email opener, “T hope this

finds you well,” is so ubiquitous

that most of us plunge right past

it without ever considering if the
email had, in fact, found us well. In most cases,
an email finds its recipient well enough, but
when I’'m most well, I’'m doing something other
than scrolling through my inbox.

A magazine, however, seems more likely
to find its recipients well, and I hope this one
does. I hope this magazine finds you in a tackle
shop where you're already stocking up for the
coming striper season. I hope this magazine
finds you at a sportsman show —after you’ve
bought your specialty jerky and before you sit
in on the seminar you couldn’t miss. If you
subscribe, I hope this magazine finds you at
your mailbox on one of those gray December
afternoons so it can help you daydream of
bright June mornings.

My first issue of On The Water found me
in Grumpy’s Tackle in Seaside Park, New
Jersey. I’d just finished my junior year of col-
lege, and was kicking off the summer with a

marathon surfcasting trip at Island Beach State
Park. I'd stopped in Grumpy’s for surf clams,
pyramid sinkers, and fresh intel when I saw
the magazine on the counter. I grabbed a copy,
and remember reading through it in my driver’s
seat, with the window down while watching
two sand-spiked rods at the edge of a gentle
late-May surf. That magazine had, indeed,
found me well.

Our goal with every issue of On The Water
is to provide information and inspiration to
anglers in the Northeast. We do it with the
help of the most passionate fishermen who ply
these waters, the most talented photographers
in the fishing community, and the most skilled
outdoor writers keeping the written fish story
vibrant and exciting. We do it eight times a
year and would love it if you’d subscribe so
that you will receive every issue throughout
the entire fishing season. I promise this will
be the only one that begins with “T hope this
finds you well.”

- Jimmy Fee, Editor
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THE FISHING SCENE

Survivors

Every striped bass you catch has already defied the odds. First, as an egg, it
had to be deposited in the ideal conditions at exactly the right time. Had the
water been too high, it would have washed too far downstream; too low, and
it would have sunk to the bottom and suffocated under silt. Had it hatched too
soon, the larval fish would have found no plankton on which to feed; too late,
and it would have been outcompeted by the larger, stronger larvae that hatched
earlier.
If it then avoided predators like bluefish, birds, blue crabs, and blue catfish, it
eventually grew large enough that its quiet, protected nursery waters no longer al

provided enough food. So, the fish took to the ocean, where, as it traced the

outline of the Northeast coast, the threats escalated into sharks and seals, hooks

and nets. Each time the siriper made this journey, north in the spring and south >

in the fall, it faced greater dangers as predator populations grew and the ranks‘ﬂ___. o~

of its school shrank against the Atlantic’s battle of attrition. > g
Then, by some minor miracle, you placed yourself in the path of the striper’s

migration, and you were given the chance to marvel at its [nighf-';:nd its will to

survive. Above all, striped bass are survivors, but they-ﬁm-need our help, first

with gentle handling when caught and released, and next by sharing our voices

with the fishery’s managers on how we'd like to see these fish given a greater

chance to continue defying the odds. ol

Photo by John Fallon






Why Tie Flies?
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The fly-fishing experience
is more fun when you
catch a bass on one of

% your own flies.

v

BY PETE BARRETT

omeone told me I'd save a lot of
money tying my own flies. That was
a fib, though it was said with good
intentions, and it missed the point.
Tying flies isn’t really about saving a few
bucks. It has much more to do with making
an angler a better fly fisherman. The fly-tying
task is a pleasant chore to help pass a rainy
evening (or the winter), and has value beyond
the cost of the vise, tools, hooks, feathers, hair,
and other materials that all tyers accumulate.
As an added bonus, tying flies is supported
by wonderful friends and characters that add
enormously to the overall fly-fishing experi-
ence.
An upside is that there is a big advantage

OTW | 12

to creating flies that match the natural bait or
insect hatch where you locally fish. Home-tied
flies are generally significantly more durable
than factory-tied ones and can take a lot more
abuse from raspy-toothed striped bass and
largemouth bass. Even sharp-toothed chewers
like bluefish and pickerel do less damage to fly
wraps protected by resin or acrylic coatings.
Adding a dab of Hard As Nails or CA glue at
every step of the process adds enormously to
a fly’s durability.

Other important advantages include the
ability to infinitely customize your selection
of fly patterns as to size, color, length, fullness
or sparseness, flashy or plain, and to vary the
size and choice of hooks. In total, all these

factors come into play and give the fly-tyer
a huge advantage over the angler who buys
factory-made flies.

Take a Clouser, for instance. My Clouser
box has about two dozen flies in it. Some are
tied bushy in chartreuse for better visibility in
dirty water; others are sparsely tied in olive
and white for clear water; some are long and
thin like a sand eel; still others are short, more
like an anchovy. A few have the eye at mid-
hook while others are tied with the dumbbell
eyes lashed closer to the hook eye for a more
pronounced up-and-down action.

Of course, you can customize any fly. You
can make them full like a shaving brush or
very lean and sparse. You can lash in lots of



Add a drop of glue at every tying

. stage for a more durable fly. This well-
S chewed Clouser, tied by the author,
. Wwas still fishable after catching
. I several schoolie striped bass.
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tinsel for a glitzy appearance that bluefish
relish or mute the presentation to appeal to
stripers with only two or three flash strips.
Controlling the length, fullness, amount of
flash, and even the materials themselves, such
as bucktail versus nylon hair versus ostrich
herl or rabbit strips, are potential choices.

You can also choose hooks that are more
fly-fisherman friendly than what’s shown
in a book’s tying instructions. While many
textbooks and online videos call for a certain
hook size, going to a smaller hook often gets
more hook-ups and allows the fly to work
with a more lifelike presentation. I look for
hooks with large eyes because it’s easier to
re-tie a knot to the fly when fishing at night.
The eye of an Owner AKI 5170 or AKI Light
4170, a traditional Eagle Claw 254 or 253, or
Mustad’s 34007 are a lot friendlier for those
of us who need “cheaters” to tie the fly to the
bite tippet.

If you’re just starting out, the task of choos-
ing tying equipment and supplies can seem
daunting, so a visit to a local fly-fishing club
or alocal fly-fishing tackle shop is a good idea
to check out what’s required and the cost of
the equipment, tools, and materials. Resist
the temptation to buy everything “right now.”
Shopping around is more about being sure
what you want to purchase rather than getting
the best price possible. You might save a few
bucks on an impulse buy that sounds fantastic
today, but next month, you may find that it
doesn’t really fit your needs or lacks quality.
A visit or two at a local fly club will identify
the specific tools necessary to tie the most
fish-catching flies for the local area where
you fish. Back that up with more information
from a local tackle shop.

Veteran tyers often suggest starting simple.
You don’t need every tool, every color feather
or bucktail, or every possible hook. You can

start with the basics of black, white, and
maybe chartreuse threads. All the other stuff
like various stick-on eyes, an extensive hook
selection, special coatings and curing lights,
multiple scissor options, weights, tool stand,
and tying desk aren’t needed in the beginning.
While veteran tyers often have dedicated work
spaces, a kitchen table or basement workbench
are just fine.

At the heart of the fly-tying equipment list
is a vice, which is also the most expensive tool
in a fly-tyer’s workshop. Bargain-basement
vises offer tempting prices, but some of
them lack long-lasting quality. Some cheap
vices have soft metal jaws that may not hold
a hook securely over time. Without question,
it makes better economic sense to put your
money toward the purchase of a basic but
better-quality vise.

Buying a used vise is an alternative that
can save a lot of money. Fly shops often

OTW | ANGLER’S ALMANAC 2025 13




Brad Buzzy of Buzfly.com (left) hosts a fly-tying session and gives expert fly-tying advice. Most clubs
and fly shops offer hands-on tying instruction and classes during the winter.

have great prices on trade-ins from customers
replacing a basic vise with something more
sophisticated. Many fly clubs host annual flea
markets where you can find a bargain without

sacrificing quality. A starter vise with fewer
whistles and bells, like Renzetti’s Apprentice
vise, costs around $150, and basic vises from
HRH, Peak, and Griffin cost about $50 more
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than that. Not only are the prices reasonable,
but these basic vises will last for years.

It’s also a good idea to get opinions from
experienced tyers at fly-club meetings, from
instructors at tackle shops, or from tying
classes. Check out the websites of quality
manufacturers, then visit your local fly shop
to see a vise in person and check out how it
feels. Is it big or small, high or low, and do the
controls work for you? Some fly shops have
vises and tying tools for sale at popular winter
fly-fishing shows scheduled for New England,
New Jersey, Long Island, and the mid-Atlantic
areas. Several shops give a discount if you
purchase the vise and basic tools at the show,
or they might throw in a complimentary ty-
ing lesson. They want your business and will
often go to considerable lengths to make you
a happy customer.

Nothing beats personal tutoring and guid-
ance to build a good foundation of tying
skills. For instance, Paul McCain at River
Bay Outfitters on Long Island offers in-person
tying classes at the shop and unique Zoom
online classes where you tie at home, backed
up with personal online instruction from Paul
himself. River Bay provides a special package
of materials that’s mailed to you containing

FLY-TYING CLASSES:

Search online for the following fly clubs and
their meeting schedules, along with winter
and spring fly-tying sessions. Some are free,
some charge a small fee, others have online
video fly-tying libraries, though all are enter-
taining and welcoming to newcomers and
experienced tyers.

Connecticut
Connecticut Fly Fisherman’s Association

Delaware
Saltwater Fly Anglers of Delaware

Massachusetts

New England Saltwater Fly Rodders,
Crossroads Anglers Fly Fishing Club,
South Shore Fly Casters

New Jersey

Atlantic Salt Water Flyrodders, Bayshore
Saltwater Flyrodders, Coastal Flyrodders,
South Jersey Fly Casters

New York
Long Island Flyrodders,
Salty Flyrodders of New York

Rhode Island

Rhody Flyrodders
Virginia

Virginia Coastal Fly Rodders



everything required to tie the featured fly.

There are several excellent books that
provide step-by-step directions and detailed
tying recipes for popular flies—everything
from coastal striped bass, weakfish and blue-
fish, and pond-dwelling panfish and bass.
The internet is another valuable source for
fly-tying information. While I find a book
much handier as a reference, nothing beats
a live-action video to show the steps, hand
motions, and tying techniques that profes-
sional tyers use to create neat, effective flies.
Watching how an accomplished tyer wraps
the threads to secure the materials, shapes
the fly, and shows a step-by-step sequence
can significantly benefit both experienced and
newbie tyers.

One of the best is Tim Flagler at Tightlines
Productions. He’s filmed over 700 entertain-
ing and educational videos that include spe-
cific fly patterns and close-ups of the fly-tying
sequences to make them. Tim covers sweet-
water and salty fly patterns, and his library
also includes knot-tying tips and techniques.

A winter visit to a local Trout Unlimited
chapter meeting or a salty fly club is always
rewarding. Most clubs host tying clinics or
classes; some have fly-tying speakers with
special presentations and many offer in-club
swap meets to buy and sell tying equipment
and fly tackle. Information about TU chapters
is available online. Fly Fishers International
is another great source of fly-tying informa-
tion, with an extensive library of online tying
videos and a state-by-state list of their numer-
ous supporting clubs, both fresh and salt, that
offer local classes and support.

So, whether you’re a new tyer ready to learn
the basics or a veteran looking to learn about
new patterns you haven’t tried yet, there’s plen-
ty of hands-on personal instruction available
through clubs, fly shops, and friends. Those

GOOD READING

These books offer interesting reading along with detailed, sequential photos and text instruc-
tions for proven patterns, from old-time tyers to new, innovative patterns of the modern age.
They include some history, along with fishing tips and interesting background information
about the original tyers. Some are recently published titles and are easy to find at most fly
shops or online. Some you'll have to search for on eBay, such as Ken Bay’s Salt Water Flies from
1973, Joe Bates’ 1950 classic Streamer Fly Tying and Fishing. All are great references and enjoy-
able reading.There are dozens more to be found and it’s easy to get hooked on collecting
fly-tying books. Check out upcoming fly shows for more titles.

The Orvis Guide to Essential American Flies;Tom Rosenbauer, Universe Publishing.
Fleye Design: Techniques, Insights, Patterns; Bob Popovics and Jay Nichols, Stackpole Books.
Essential Saltwater Flies; Ed Jaworowski, Stackpole Books.

Making Better Flies; Lou Tabory, Stackpole Books.

Salt Water Flies; Kenneth Bay, Lippincott Co.

Streamer Fly Tying and Fishing; Joseph D. Bates, Jr., The Stackpole Company.

can be backed up with excellent books, detailed
YouTube videos, and other online sources. If
you’re not yet tying your own flies, this winter
is a great time to start. Choose a simple pattern
with only a few tying steps. Learning to tie a
fly with 68 steps is tedious and not much fun,
while an hour at the vise tying a simple fly

will melt away quickly. It’s creative and fun,
relaxing, and distracting. For some tyers, it’s
about clearing their heads from the day-to-day
stress of business, politics, commuting, or
lousy weather. Others simply enjoy the fun and
relaxation of filling up their fly boxes for the
coming season. Catch ‘em up! <2

?’

Mini Sea Special
Flat-bottom Pencil Popper

24/ URES
T

COER o i B S W c. g

Quality, Handmade Wooden Lures &
Components Needed To Build Your Own

247 Lures have been fooling gamefish
in the Northeast for years! Built in
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bucktails, tail flags, and more!
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FROM THE
SURF

%
LIAM O'NEILL

The Great Plug Bag in the Sky

BY JIMMY FEE

he northeast wind had churned
up the surf beautifully. Breakers
rolled in, clean of weed and silt,
and behind them, stripers fed
heartily on the sand eels struggling to hold
their position on the wave-battered sandbar.
At the end of my leader, I attached my favor-
ite plug for those conditions at that location,
a yellow-over-white Afterhours needlefish.

OTW | 16

Over hundreds of casts, the swinging of the
plug’s belly hook had worn through the finish
and paint, exposing the bare wood. Battles
with dozens of stripers had further scarred the
plug, and in several places, removed small
chunks of Alaskan yellow cedar. There’s no
faking this type of “seasoning” on a plug, and
it should be no surprise that the rattier a plug
looks, the better it catches fish.

As I wound up for another cast, I failed to
notice the small loop of loose line buried into
the spool by a small bit of slack line created
between the time the lure landed and the time
I began my retrieve. As I released the line
on the forward stroke, the loop multiplied
in size, grabbing hold of the gathering guide
and sharply stopping the cast. The needlefish,
however, sailed on into the darkness, out of




sight, out of earshot, and into the great plug bag in the sky.

Losing plugs, like losing fish, is an unavoidable part of each season
in the surf. You’ll lose lures in many ways that may not even be your
fault, such as bluefish, boulders, and boat propellers. You’ll also lose
them in entirely preventable ways like failing to check your leader
for weak spots or forgetting your plug bag on the roof of your truck.

We can take these losses in stride, provided we have a replacement
plug ready to go. Fear of losing the plug on a night when it seems
to be the only lure catching causes us to buy lures in triplicate. This
leads to the out-of-control plug collections that we surfcasters tend
to have—a striper fisherman’s plug inventory always shows more
gains than losses on the quarterly statement. Even with more lures
than one could reasonably fish in a season (and in some cases, a
lifetime), we still manage to lose some of the most difficult to replace
lures, often in bone-headed ways.

Once, while waist-deep in an eel grass meadow at the edge of a
channel, I fumbled a glidebait made by Tom Bozan. The yellow-
painted slab of wood, a big-fish-turning 7 inches long, not including
the hookless teaser, swam like a skier carving first tracks in fresh
powder. I especially liked the way it tightened up and swam with a
thrumming vibration after a quick, upward rip of the rod. It didn’t
display either of those actions as it slid from my wet hands, fluttered
a couple feet, and disappeared into the lush embrace of the eel grass.
I spent half an hour probing the bottom, first with the butt of my
rod, then with my hand, wincing against the sting of the cold salt
water as it cascaded over the top of my waders. I never found it.

I'lost another glidebait by ignoring the advice of the lure’s builder,
Jesse Stanislaw. Jesse’s Stride Baits had become one of the most
coveted lures on the New Jersey striper scene in 2024. Word of
its productivity spread through lineups of surfcasters as the few
fishermen who had them routinely pulled stripers out of seemingly
striper-less waters. I had what may have been the first of Jesse’s
baits to hit Massachusetts waters.

When he sent the plug, he recommended tying direct and skip-
ping the lure clip. I said I would, and I did, until one of those nights
when the fish (or, more accurately, a lack of them) demanded a lure
change every three or four casts. So, I clipped on my Stride and
hooked a fish. And then another. The third fish that struck didn’t
seem much larger than the first two, but it had a lot more attitude.
After feeling the hooks, the bass erupted into an enraged spin-cycle,
unleashing a typhoon of violence for several seconds before the
rod snapped straight. I felt a little sick when I noticed the complete
lack of resistance as I picked up the slack. When I discovered the
twisted lure clip at the end of my leader, I felt really sick. Every so
often, the high surf doles out its most important lesson in a painful
way: take the extra time to do it right.

Once in a great while, a plug finds its way back to another
surfcaster. I always make a point of walking the wrack line on
the way back to my truck looking for items of interest, and I usu-
ally turn up two or three lost lures a season. These have primarily
been plastic swimmers like the Daiwa Salt Pro Minnow or Rapala
X-Rap, though I’ve heard of fishermen finding custom-made and
hard-to-get lures on occasion. I know one, Massachusetts surfcaster
who found a rare plug that he’d lost months before on a large fish.
The most interesting recovery I know of belongs to former OTW
general manager, Neal Larsson. He found a wooden needlefish that

had been adrift so long that the sun and waves had polished it into
a smooth stick of driftwood. The only evidence that it had once
been a plug was the intact through-wire and a few streaks of green
paint. Neal displayed this relic as a piece of fishing memorabilia in
his office, which is probably about the best an old fishing plug can
hope for—to be fished hard, lost at sea, and eventually displayed
in a place of prominence by a dedicated caster. <24
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Eating Whelks

BY ANDY NABRESKI

ast week, I ventured out into one of
the local bays with my looking box
in search of bay scallops, which I
believe are the tastiest seafood on
earth. Unfortunately, my intended target was
in short supply; after poking around for over
an hour, I found only three. But the venture
was not a total bust since I also managed to
capture three large channeled whelks.

It had been quite a long time since I had last
tackled one of these mighty mollusks. Over
20 years ago, I used to trap lobsters, and I oc-
casionally hauled whelks up in my pots. That
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was the last time I tried eating them. I remem-
bered them being very tough and chewy, and
I have passed on them ever since.

But a friend of mine recently recounted, at
great length, about how much he loved eating
“conch.” He raved about “scungilli” salad, and
his favorite preparation, conch fritters, and
then went into great detail about his prepara-
tion. The secret, he told me, was to pound the
living daylights out of the meat to tenderize it
before cooking.

And, my father-in-law, a second-generation
Italian who grew up in Rhode Island, has been

asking me for years to get him some “snails.”
Snail salad, as he calls it, is one of his all-time
favorite culinary memories from his youth.
Many people don’t realize that there is a
large-scale commercial fishery for whelk
(sometimes referred to as conch) in the North-
east. In Massachusetts alone, the northernmost
range of both the channeled and knobbed
whelk’s range, around 3 million pounds are
harvested each year. In Delaware, they are the
fourth-largest commercial fishery in the state.
The vast majority of the catch is exported.
Some ends up in Italy, where it is known as



The author using a looking box
(sometimes referred to as a hood)
to search for bay scallops.

“scungilli,” or in France, where it is known as
“bulot,” but the lion’s share ends up in China,
where it’s considered a delicacy and can fetch
upward of $40 a pound.

From the south side of Cape Cod all the way to
Chesapeake Bay, many of the “lobster” buoys you
see while out fishing are actually marking whelk pots. Unlike their
Caribbean relative the conch (which are herbivores), northern whelks
are actually predators that feast on clams, mussels, and scallops. The
commercial whelk fishery is so large that it actually supports a sec-
ondary commercial fishery for horseshoe crabs, the preferred bait of
commercial whelk fisherman.

So why is it that I have never seen whelk sold in a fish market, and
I have yet to see it served in any local restaurant? I wish I knew the
answer. It seems Americans have simply developed an aversion for all
types of snails.

After returning home with those three whelks in tow, I turned to the
internet to investigate the best way to prepare them. The first step was
to get the meat out of the shell, and it turns out there are a number of
different ways to achieve this. Most of the recipes I looked at suggested
steaming or boiling them for anywhere from 5 to 15 minutes, and then
using a fork to pry the meat out. Other chefs recommended smashing
the shell with a hammer, which will supposedly release the suction
holding the meat inside the shell. I found one source that claimed if you
freeze them for 48 hours, the meat could easily be removed by hand.
I also read that overcooking them can make them tough and rubbery,
and most of the Asian-inspired recipes called for using the meat raw.

So, I decided to do an experiment with the first one. I would try the
steaming method, but I wanted to cook the whelk as little as possible.
I steamed it in one-minute intervals, attempting to pry the meat out

The shell of a
whelk is a thing
of beauty. What
lurks inside, not
so much.
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after each. After steaming it for one minute, I
actually bent the fork; the meat wouldn’t let
go. After the fifth minute, it took some muscle,
but I managed to pop it out.

I was then greeted by one of the most un-
appetizing sights I’ve ever laid eyes on. The
shell of a whelk is a thing of beauty; what
lurks inside...not so much. I was staring at a
gnarly booger-like mess. I was getting cold
feet, but I carried on, because I have seen and
eaten worse.

The first step is to remove and discard the
spiral-shaped bag of guts. The part you eat is
the meat from the whelk’s foot. Next, I used
a knife to cut off the operculum, the hard,
shell-like apparatus. Then, I made an incision
down the center of the meat because there are
more guts in the middle that also need to be
removed. Finally, I used the knife to scrape off
the black stuff on the outer edge of the meat,
and what remained was the edible part.

Then I decided to try another experiment.
The meat of some mollusks, like squid and
octopus, actually benefit from being frozen.
Freezing causes water to expand, which breaks
some of the cell walls, resulting in a more
tender final product. I cut the whelk meat in
half and placed one piece in the freezer. I then
cut a thin slice from the middle of the meat,
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which was still raw, and popped it into my
mouth. I wanted to get the true taste of my
newfound treasure. I was pleasantly surprised.
It was indeed chewy, but not in a bad way. It
had a bit of a snap to it, similar to calamari or
cooked shrimp, and the flavor was pretty mild.
It reminded me of a steamer clam —there was
a hint of sweetness and notes of the briny es-
sence of the sea. I ended up eating about 1/4 of
the whelk raw, straight up, with no seasoning.
The more I ate it, the more I liked it. I learned
that to get the ideal texture, it should be sliced
as thin as possible.

The following night I thawed out the piece I
had frozen and tried it side by side with the un-
frozen piece. It was, indeed, a bit more tender.

My other two whelks were still alive in
my refrigerator, so I decided to conduct yet
another experiment. I popped them in the
freezer whole and waited two days. After
thawing them out, the meat was easily pulled
out of the shell. After cleaning them, I cut a
thin slice and ate it. The lack of cooking and
the freezing process resulted in the most tender
whelk meat yet.

That night, I decided to prepare a “snail
salad” to share with my father-in-law. After
consulting with him and reading numerous
recipes online, this is what I came up with.

Recreational
Whelk Regulations

MASSACHUSETTS
No size limit, |5 per day,
subject to town regulations

RHODE ISLAND
Residents only, 1/2 bushel per day,
2 |/4 inches shell height

CONNECTICUT

Minimum size: 4-3/4 inches shell length or
I-15/16 inches shell height. (Minimum size
will increase in future years)

NEW YORK

Long Island Sound:

5 inches in length OR 2 inches in height
(Minimum size will increase in future years)

Coastal District:

5 2 inches shell length OR 2 "4 inches
shell height, 24 per day (Minimum size will
increase in future years)

NEW JERSEY
Regulations not available online, no re-
sponse from NJ Fish & Wildlife



SCUNGILLI SALAD

1/2 cup of whelk meat (1 large whelk),
sliced as thin as possible

2 tablespoons celery, sliced thin

2 tablespoons red onion, sliced thin and rinsed

4 cherry tomatoes, chopped

1 tablespoon fresh parsley, chopped

Juice from 1/3 lemon

1 tablespoon capers

2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

Pinch of red pepper flakes

Salt and black pepper to taste

Mix together all ingredients, and season with
salt and black pepper. Gobble it up as is or
serve over a bed of baby greens or atop thin
slices of fresh bread.

Caribbean-Style

Conch Fritters

Conch fritters are a quintessential part of Ca-
ribbean cuisine, especially in the Bahamas.
(I vaguely recall eating them while on our
honeymoon in Antigua.) I researched about a
dozen or so recipes, and the majority I found
included bell pepper, onion, celery, and even
carrot. Some people puréed the ingredients in
a food processor; others diced them. I opted to

"W TOURNAMENT CIRCLE B-LOK" HOOK

dice the whelk meat, so I could enjoy its texture.

If you omit the onion, bell pepper, and cel-
ery, this recipe is very similar to traditional
Rhode Island clam cakes. Use chopped qua-
hogs instead of whelk, omit the salt, and use
clam stock instead of milk. I’ve also made
fritters with blue crab meat, lobster, and squid.
All were divine!

WHELK FRITTERS
(Makes about 12)

I cup chopped conch meat (2 large whelks)
1 cup all-purpose flour

2 teaspoons baking powder

2 to 3 dashes of cayenne pepper
1 teaspoon salt

Y cup milk

1 egg, beaten

1 stalks celery, sliced thin

Y2 onion, diced

Y5 green bell pepper, diced

1 clove garlic, chopped

1 quart oil for frying

Heat the oil to 350 degrees. (I use an electric
deep fryer for this without the basket because
the batter can stick to it.)

Cut the whelk into thin strips and tenderize

them vigorously with a meat pounder.

Whisk together the dry ingredients in a large
bowl, then work in the remaining ingredients
with a spatula. Refrigerate for at least 1/2 hour.

Using two spoons, carefully drop about 2
tablespoons of the batter into the fryer at a
time. Do not overcrowd them. Working in
small batches, deep-fry for about 3 minutes
until they brown. Remove to a drying rack and
sprinkle with salt.

Serve with a sprinkle of lemon juice and a
drop of hot sauce or the following conch fritter
dipping sauce popular in the Caribbean.

These things were incredible.

CARIBBEAN CONCH FRITTER
DIPPING SAUCE

2 tablespoons ketchup

1 tablespoon lime juice

I tablespoon mayonnaise

1 teaspoon hot sauce

Mix all ingredients and serve. <2

This will be my last Living Off The Land & Sea.
Starting in March there will be a new cooking col-
umn. Thanks to all who have helped me out along
the way. -AN

@ LivingOffTheLandAndSea

striper

casts for
D ts

.’ 8 =

% —

RAPALA  AND VMC® ARE PROUD SPONSORS
OF THE 2024 OTW STRIPER CUP.

ZWE W,
R

@SN\ RAPALA AND VMC ARE PROUD SPONSORS
Eﬁ,‘f OF THE 2024 OTW STRIPER CUP.
&lpER ©

OTW | ANGLER’S ALMANAC 2025 21



AT THE

VISE

BY TONY LOLLL. -

MATERIALS:

Hook: 8/0 Partridge Universal Predator X
Thread: White Uni 3/0 220D on the
monofilament; black on the hook

Body: (starting at the tail end) alternating
white bucktail and white Angel Hair flash
Gill: Red marabou

Head: Yellow and white bucktail

Eyes: 3-D eyes

Hollow Beast

This column, which originally appeared in the
October 2018 edition of this magazine, is be-
ing republished in tribute to legendary fly-tyer
and saltwater fly-fishing pioneer, Bob Popovics,
who died on November [, 2024.

should be embarrassed to admit that

some saltwater flies are bigger than the

trout I catch. I should be... but I'm not.

Why? I have no shame. But, I digress.
Brian Phelps, who tied this fly, is a Licensed
USCG captain and guide from Long Island, New
York. He is also a professional photographer
and the owner of Reel Obsession Fishing. Brian
fishes Long Island waters including the South
Shore and the North Shore harbors and Long Is-
land Sound. Large schools of menhaden (bunker)
migrate through these waters and attract striped
bass as well as other species.

The Hollow Beast is one of many designed by
Bob Popovics, creator of numerous saltwater flies
in use today. It’s based on his Hollow Fleye, but
in alarge, economy size. You can watch Popovics
tie a Beast at globalflyfisher.com. You can’t watch
me tie anything, anywhere, anytime...probably
a good thing.
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The Hollow Beast is tied with bucktail on a
heavy monofilament extension using the hollow-
tie technique. Keeping each “collar” sparse from
the tail to just before the head makes it lightweight
and helps it easily shed water. The last few ties on
the hook have more bulk to give the tail a natural
action when retrieved with a stripping motion.

This fly is intended to imitate a menhaden or
bunker and can be 12 inches (or bigger). Its con-
struction yields a width that matches a bunker of
the same length so it looks very much like a live
bunker, yet it’s intended to be easily cast on a fly
rod for fish such as striped bass, tuna and marlin.

The Hollow Beast can be fished whenever
bunker are present. When the schools are on the
surface in the ocean, it is best to present the fly
on an intermediate or sinking line. Land it just
on the outskirts of the bunker school, which will
make it look like a stray bait, and the bass will
zero in on it.

Brian said, “My most memorable time with
this fly was the first fish I ever caught with it.
There are occasions when you have to move from
area to area to find fish, which can be very time
consuming. But, sometimes you may approach
a school and the water looks like a washing ma-
chine of white water and bait being tossed four
feet in the air! On this day, I was lucky enough
to have this scenario right off Gilgo Beach. I
grabbed my 10-weight rod loaded with an in-
termediate sinking line and a big 12-inch Beast.
After a few casts into the feeding blitz, I watched
a 28-pound bass come up and inhale the fly. My
heart skipped many beats while I waited for the
take to happen, especially in the middle of big
bass splashing and thrashing the ocean surface.”

My heart also skips a beat, but my cardiologist
says it’s nothing to worry about. Easy for him to
say. He doesn’t have to make up lies for a column

every month. <
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Slow-Pitch Jigs

BY JIMMY FEE

ne of the newer tactics that anglers

have been adding to their arsenals

over the last 10 years has been slow-

pitch jigging. This style of jigging

was developed to entice bites from bottom-

dwelling species most often targeted with bait

and rigs, like haddock, cod, sea bass, and fluke,

but it remains effective on mid-water, predatory

species like tuna, stripers, bluefish, and pollock.

Unlike speed jigging, which is meant to imi-

tate a fleeing baitfish and incite faster pelagic

species, slow-pitch jigging imitates a wounded

or dying baitfish. While a whole system of spe-

cialized tackle from rods and reels to gloves and

line has been developed around this technique,
the most important aspect is the jig.

What makes ajig a ‘slow-pitch’jig?
The defining characteristic of a slow-pitch jig
is the asymmetrical, center-weighted, keeled
design. This gives the jig action while in freefall.
A dropping slow-pitch jig may glide, quiver,
spiral, or dart, imitating an injured and dying
baitfish—an easy meal that few fish can pass up.
Therefore, a slow-pitch jig is most attractive to
the fish as it is falling.
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Selecting a Slow- Pitch Jig

The specific action depends on a jig’s shape.
Longer, slimmer jigs, like the Shimano Shim-
merfall (pictured above), have a tight shimmy
and shake on the drop, while fatter-bodied
Jjigs, such as the Sea Falcon Z-Slow, have

a wider rocking action as they fall.

Jig sizes and styles should be se-
lected based on the water depth and
the target species. On inshore waters,
for sea bass and fluke, fishermen have
had good luck with “micro” slow-
pitch jigs weighing 60 grams or less.
On deeper bottom-fishing grounds,
90- to 120-gram jigs get the job done,
while extreme depths and larger pe-
lagic gamefish may require jigs up to
300 grams or more.

a leisurely, even recoil that lifts and then
“pitches” the jig with a just a full turn of the
reel handle. The rod, more so than the an-
gler, imparts the action to the jig, which
makes slow-pitch jigging far less labor-
intensive than speed jigging. Fishermen
tend toward lighter braided line while

slow-pitch jigging to reduce water
resistance and maintain a vertical
presentation.

A basic approach to slow-pitch
jigging is to drop to the bottom,
maintaining a bit of tension to keep
the lure vertical, so that it sinks more
quickly. Once it has touched down,
employ sharp turns of the reel handle,
while keeping the rod stationary, to

“pitch” the jig upward. This creates

enough slack in the line to allow a brief
freefall that triggers the jig’s action.
To get the best action out of these jigs Once the jig has been fished beyond the
requires the proper rod, which is ex- strike zone, as long as the presentation is
tremely lightweight, looking more like a IJ close to vertical, drop back down without
largemouth bass rod than one capable tension, watching the line for signs that

of beating a tuna. A slow-pitch rod has Sez" g ;”CO” a fish has grabbed it. @2
-Slow

Fishing a Slow-Pitch Jig
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NEW & AFTCO Hydro Jacket

Layer up beneath this 100% waterproof
N o T E W o RT H Y nylon shell that features a double-dry
cuff system, cinchable hem, and adjust-
able hood, all of which are designed
to keep you dry while fishing in foul

weather.
$200; aftco.com

Cox Marine V8 Outboard

Ring Power Cox Marine introduces the
world’s first and only 350-horsepower
diesel outboard engine that is 30% more
fuel efficient than a 300-horsepower
gasoline outboard. Lower fuel consump-
tion means lower operating costs and less
of an environmental impact, while its ex-
tended service life reduces the frequency
of maintenance and repairs.

Contact for pricing; coxmarineoutboard.com

YETI Crossroads 60L Duffel

Constructed from Yeti’s durable and easy-to-clean TuffSkin nylon, this
large duffel bag has two interior divider panels, mesh pockets, and
reinforced foam walls to keep your gear and tackle organized and
safe from damage during far-flung fishing adventures.

$250; yeti.com

HUK Gear Hawser
Corduroy Button-Down

HUK’s 100% polyester corduroy button-down features
quick-drying properties to keep you looking sharp down
at the dock or out on date night.

$70; hukgear.com



Columbia PFG Men’s Uncharted
Full-Zip Fleece Jacket

The shoulders, arms, and chest of this lightweight
jacket feature a durable, water-resistant nylon designed
to repel moisture and light rain. The interior is lined
with soft, breathable recycled fleece, and zippered
pockets keep small valuables safe and easily accessible.

$90; columbia.com

VMC 7385LK B-Lok
Tournament Circle Hook

VMC enhanced this non-offset circle hook
with a fluorocarbon bait stopper that pre-
vents baits from sliding along the hook shank,
leading to a more natural presentation when
trolling for billfish or tuna.

starting at $8; vmchooks.com

Shimano Ocea Jigger
2500 LD

Boasting 44 pounds of maximum drag pressure
and capable of retrieving 42 to 46 inches of
line per crank, this workhorse lever-drag reel
is designed to put the brakes to large saltwater
predators. Shimano’s InfinityDrive technology
increases drag force while shielded bearings
minimize saltwater intrusion.

$600; fish.shimano.com

XTRATUF x Rugged Seas
Wheelhouse Ankle Deck Boot

In collaboration with Rugged Seas, these com-
mercial-grade, 6-inch ankle deck boots feature
unique design elements and custom-printed
insoles. Their wide, spacious fit and EVA/
PU-blended insoles provide all-day comfort,
and the slip-resistant flat outsoles generate
optimal traction on wet decks.

$145; xtratuf.com
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ANGLING
ARTIST

www.jaybofishart.com
@jayboart

he Dude abides” is an all-
time quote from the 1998
cult classic film, The Big
Lebowski, starring Jeff
Bridges as The Dude—a goofy, nonchalant
hippie who, even in the face of crisis, only cares
to sit back, chill, and go bowling. The famous
quote loosely translates to “just relax and enjoy
life’s simple pleasures,” an ideology most fish-
ermen can get behind. Through his illustrations
of fish, flies, and doodles of characters like The
Dude poling around salt marshes, Jay Talbot
effectively captures the lax “toes in the water,
tush in the sand” vibe that is shared by anglers,
boaters, and bowlers alike.

(X4
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Jay Talbot

BY MATT HAEFFNER

In 2014, Talbot was working toward gradu-
ating from the University of South Carolina,
where he decided to major in religious studies
after flunking accounting in business school.
That same year, during his final undergradu-
ate semester, he began a minor in art studio to
acquire enough credits to graduate. Little did
he know that the projects he completed in his
advanced drawing courses during those few
months would shape his career as an artist.

During that final semester at USC, Talbot
began posting his illustrations and projects on
Instagram. Shortly after graduating, he landed
a job at a mortgage company, but it didn’t last.
Talbot found himself at a desk daydreaming

of fishing and the outdoors, so he continued
sharing his sketches and drawings on social
media, where he was already building a strong
following. “Within six months,” Talbot said,
“I was answering more calls about fish art
than mortgages.” That’s when he decided to
make the leap to go full time as an artist. He
made his first sale on Etsy and, before long,
companies were buying his drawings to use
on t-shirts and hats.

For Talbot, art and illustrating were not
just a means to an end for college credits. His
mother was an art teacher, and he often found
himself working as her pro bono assistant at
home. His grandfather had a special touch



with the brush, too. Whenever Talbot visited,
he wound up drawing and painting alongside
Grandpa, who was hard at work on large-scale
paintings of animals (like horses and dogs) to
be entered into the annual state fair art competi-
tion. Because of their sheer size, Talbot says,
his grandfather placed heavy emphasis on com-
position and lighting, which earned him several
first-place prizes. Today, those two elements
are profoundly evident in Talbot’s renditions of
oysters, redfish tails, tarpon scales, and boats,
but there remains an element of simplicity even

in his most detailed creations.

Talbot’s art ranges from large portraits of
saltwater flies and fish to quirky, comic-like
cartoons that are both lighthearted and humor-
ous—kind of like the Far Side,but for anglers.
He also leans into more complex designs using
multi-colored micron pens, which have fine
points so he can acutely detail his subjects
with shadows and outlines to add dimension.
With those same micron pens, he can even
capture the iridescent colors and metallic shine
of sunlight reflecting off the hulking head of a

silver king. And while a good chunk of Talbot’s
artwork is hand-drawn, some of it is digitally
produced using Procreate, a graphics editing
app with tools to sketch, paint, and even ani-
mate illustrations.

Taking a quick scroll through Talbot’s Ins-
tagram or Etsy pages, it’s obvious that he has
a passion for light tackle and fly fishing in the
skinny, shallow, backwaters of South Carolina,
where red drum, tarpon, and speckled trout
thrive. But the landlocked city of Columbia,
where Talbot now resides, is a long way from
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those saltwater environs. Lucky for him, the
nearby Lake Murray boasts a robust population
of striped bass, which were introduced between
the late 1950s and early 60s. There, Talbot uses
light spinning tackle to cast topwater plugs
to stripers that typically measure between
24 and 30 inches long. He has yet to catch a
striper from the salt, but it’s high on his ever-
growing to-do list. A friend of his who lives
on Nantucket has relayed some jaw-dropping
photos and video footage of striped bass feed-
ing frenzies, so a trip to the Northeast is also
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in order in the near future.

Between the trips to Lake Murray and coastal
South Carolina, Talbot plans to continue ex-
panding his portfolio while building up his
e-commerce business. Recently, he began of-
fering custom boat line drawings for people to
put on private apparel, whether for an offshore
tournament team, a charter business, or just
a man who loves his boat. But the dream, as
Talbot describes it, is for his prints to fly off
shelves so he can continue to develop creative
artwork for his own hats, t-shirts, and decals.

Over the past 10 years, Talbot has grown
Jayboart into a successful business, despite his
own admission of figuring it out as he went
along. As it turns out, flunking that accounting
class in business school put him on the path to
success without the need for a business degree.
His easygoing attitude and ability to keep a cool
head through the uncertainties of self-employ-
ment and entrepreneurship are reflected in his
artwork, which further enhances his uniquely
chill style. Jay Talbot is a humble, self-made,
fishy dude—and the dude abides. <2
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ANATOMY

Scientifically speaking, what makes
false albacore so awesome?

By George Baldwin

hen the albies roll into town, many peoples’ lives are

totally upended. Eleven-foot surf rods sit lonely in

basement corners, with nobody keeping them company

except spiders. Wooden metal-lip and needlefish plugs
collect layers of dust in the garage. The grass grows long, and the
laundry pile looks like the surf in a November nor’easter. Marriages
are strained and sick days are used up. Forget about that Christmas
visit to the in-laws in Wisconsin— vacation days evaporate faster than
the saltwater puddles on our car mats in the heat of August.

What are the reasons for this obsessive mania? What causes striper
addicts to forget about chasing 50-pound autumn cows to go after
7-pound albies?

As a hybrid fisherman-biologist, I enjoy fishing to recalibrate. I like
being on the water to avoid work, projects around the house, and those
otherwise “responsible” uses of time that can instead be spent fishing.
I also enjoy observing and analyzing the conditions while I'm fishing
and the fish that I chase. Please excuse my biologese as I explain,
from a science guy’s point of view, the physical aspects of what is so
amazing about false albacore.

Little tunny, as they are also called, don’t grow to the size of stripers
nor do they carry the culinary reputation of black sea bass; however,
they are certainly built for speed. It seems that every characteristic of
these finned bullets contributes to a blistering speed known to cause
reels to smoke and seize. Let’s dissect the incredible Euthynnus allet-
teratus and explore their schematics.

MICHAEL CUOMO



A false albacore has a tapered shape de-
scribed as fusiform: tapered at the front and
growing in circumference (thickness) for a
bit, then steadily narrowing off toward the
tail, much like the fuselage of a jet plane or
submarine. This shape pushes water away from
much of the fish’s body, reducing friction that
would also reduce its capacity for speed.

The caudal fin (the tail) is different from
most inshore fish that anglers target and is
described by ichthyologists as “lunate.” Notice
the similarity to “lunar,” as it looks just like a
crescent moon a few days before or after the
new moon. This fin creates propulsion for this
magnificent beast. The high-aspect ratio, tall

and narrow, is for sustained speed over long
distances. This contrasts with low-aspect ratio
caudal fins of striped bass and fluke that have
adapted for ambush feeding. An albie’s caudal
fin is also stiffer than a heavy-action rod, so it
doesn’t lose efficiency under the water pres-
sure dealt by high speeds.

An albie’s swimming style is called “thun-
niform,” which means tuna-style in that a fish
swimming this way has an unflexing body for
stability. Its body remains stiff and straight,
while only the caudal fin moves side to side
and propels the fish forward. This is opposite
of anguilliform (eel style), in which the whole
body undulates back and forth.

Voted South Eastern
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Just in front of the caudal fin, on the caudal
peduncle (the narrow “handle” between the
fish’s body and the tail), are a series of small,
triangular finlets. These produce turbulence
that directs pressure off the fish’s body.

The pectoral fins are just behind the gills,
along the horizontal midline of the albie’s
body. They stabilize the fish horizontally and
can change its direction from swimming verti-
cally, allowing it to quickly dart to the surface
to grab an anchovy and then zip back down to
safety. These appendages also have a long and
thin high-aspect ratio that are effective without
adding much drag. Each one can be retracted
to fit into a narrow depression called a sulcus,
allowing the fin to recede, becoming flush to
the skin of the rest of the fish’s body and further
reducing drag when traveling at high speeds.

By now, you should recognize a recurring
theme with fins and see the similarity with an
albie’s dorsal fin at its topmost surface. This fin
provides horizontal stability, like the fletching
of an arrow. It also has a high-aspect ratio and
fits into a sulcus that resembles a slit on the top
of the fish. Think of a stiletto-style switchblade
knife, with a blade that fits into the handle and
can pop out with the push of a button.

If you’re an albie addict, you’ve probably
noticed that the fish’s gill plates do not open
and close like a striped bass when it’s held out
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The finlets ahead of an albie’s tail ~

produce turbulence that directs
water pressure off its body.
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of the water (not for too long, I hope!). Albies don’t
pump water over their gill filaments (those feathery
red strands inside the gill covers). Instead, tunny
respiration is called ram ventilation. The fish swims
with its mouth open, without ever stopping, to force
oxygen over its gills. This is different from the way
most fish breathe. For example, stripers can sit still
in the water without negative effects. For albies,
however, the faster they go, more oxygenated water
passes over the gill filaments; this way, they can take
in that oxygen to burn more fuel. This is why albies
should be released differently than stripers. They are
best released by aiming them at the water and tossing
them straight down into it.

If you have ever harvested an albie for the table,
you probably noticed that the meat was dark red, in
contrast to the white or pinkish meat of most fish
we generally keep. White muscle is for quick bursts
of movement rather than sustained ones. Fish com-
posed of white meat are much more sedentary than
albies and tire more quickly. An albie’s red flesh is
due to high amounts of myoglobin in the muscle.
This protein, like hemoglobin in the blood, carries
oxygen. More myoglobin holds more oxygen in the
muscles, which supports aerobic respiration, meaning
more energy conversion for constant fast swimming.

This muscle is also highly vascularized, with
extra-abundant blood vessels to supply fuel and

An albie’s dorsal and pectoral
fins can be retracted to fit into
a narrow depression, becoming
flush to the skin and further
reducing drag when the fish
travels at high speeds.

MICHAEL CUOMO
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Legendary adventures
on and off the water

The odds are stacked against the baitfish when albies roll into town.

oxygen. An albie’s red muscle has three times the number of
capillaries, the smallest blood vessels supplying the cells with
oxygen, than in white muscle. The red meat also has more (and
larger) mitochondria, the organelles called “the powerhouse of
the cell.” This structure oxidizes fatty acids for energy, actu-
ally a very similar process to the one used by your car or boat
to burn fuel. This also helps avoid fatigue and ensure a quick
recovery after a long fight, compared to that of predominantly
white-muscled fish. That’s why albies don’t quit. They kick
up a plume of water like a Jet Ski while an angler’s trying to
land it. That cow striper you were bragging about on Facebook
would have given up long before.

Albies are also semi-warm blooded (homeothermic). This
allows them to keep up their frantic lifestyle at the same pace
in warmer or cooler water, and also enables them to zip down
to Florida before the first snow. Their arteries are positioned so
) that they’re heated by that red muscle and insulated by a layer
N IAE AR A FALI_S of fatty tissue. It’s not too different from the heat-exchanger

USA system you may be using for your house.

Albies are also known for their incredible eyesight. Many
claim they’re the pickiest fish around, able to detect a mono-
filament fishing line in choppy water and the slightest flaws
anglers and outdoor enthusiasts from around the in that epoxy anchovy fly you spent a half-hour tying. Their
globe. And there’s something for everyone—from large, heated eyes produce excellent vision with great move-
iconic attractions to scenic hiking and biking trails, ment detection. As any albie fanatic will tell you, they can
wineries, and much more. spot and lock onto ridiculously small bait (or flies) at quite a
distance while swimming at 40 miles per hour and at 30 tail
strokes per second.

False albacore are a prime reason that I think evolutionary
biology is the most interesting subject that occupies our feeble
human brains—it’s environmentally-driven engineering. And
A A e Pl no fish in our inshore waters is as well engineered to thrill

anglers as the albie. <2

World-class fishing abounds in Niagara Falls
USA—with abundant rivers, streams, the historic
Erie Canal and a Great Lake, the region attracts

Plan your adventure at
niagarafallsusa.com
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Essential Plugs
FOR SAND-BEACH

SURFCASTING

Packing the right lures, and knowing when to use them,
will lead to more memorable outings in the surf.
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oots on the sand. Sets of breaking

waves rolling in beneath the dunes.

A single rod and a sky full of stars

over my shoulder. Sand-beach
surfcasting is one of the purest experiences an
angler can have. However, selecting lures for
this form of fishing can be daunting.

Plug choices for sand beaches vary widely
from ubiquitous, mass-produced plastic plugs
to hard-to-acquire wooden works of art. Step-
ping out onto the sand with a well-stocked
plug bag is only the first step toward success
in the surf. An array of lures is only useful
when complemented by an angler’s arsenal
of knowledge regarding the conditions and
structure for deploying them.

BY NOAH LAMPERTI

Topwater Plugs
My walk-the-dog plug swayed back and forth
without a care in the world, oblivious to the
school of stripers eyeing it through the fast-
moving water. Long stretches of sand beach are
typically punctuated by bars, troughs, and cur-
rent rips. On this morning, all three were visible
as the rising sun peeked over the horizon. The
strong full-moon tide, and the fish that followed
it, had already been on the move for quite some
time. It was late April in southeastern Massa-
chusetts, and schools of big striped bass were
scouring miles of shoreline for forage after a
long trip from southern waters.

Behind my walk-the-dog lure, a boil ap-
peared amid the current and chop. A healthy
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slot-sized striper proceeded to blow it out of
the water, missing two more hits before it was
finally hooked solidly enough to be retrieved
and revived. After this fish was released, a
dozen or more of its friends also succumbed
to the same plug. While I had covered miles of
good-looking shoreline before this catch, the
tantalizing action of the topwater lure I was
using found the only active fish on the miles-
long stretch of sand beach.

Topwater plugs are ideal tools to find ac-
tively feeding fish on the move. Dawn, dusk,
or in the middle of the day, no actively feeding
striped bass can resist the commotion made
by a well-worked pencil popper or walk-the-
dog lure. Sure, the fish might take a swipe at




another presentation, but the ease with which
an angler can cover water and find fish with
topwater lures is unparalleled. Even if a fish
does not fully engulf the lure, it will still reveal
its presence with a boil in the water behind the
plug. Topwater lures have the added advantage
of floating over weedy waters that would oth-
erwise be unworkable with subsurface baits.
A factory-built lure like the Drifter Tackle
Doc has a loud knock to call the fish in, while
widely available pencil poppers like the Gibbs
Pro Series Pencil cast well, even into a strong
headwind. As a general rule, pencil poppers
work well in rougher water, while the walk-
the-dog action of lures like the Doc can call

Drifter Tackle Doc
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No actively feeding
striped bass can

Lures with slim, non-
descript profiles, like
minnow plugs and
needlefish, imitate a
number of baitfish that
inhabit sand beaches
throughout the striper
season.

made by a pencil
popper or walk-the-
dog lure.

=
o
[}
a
S
<
~
=
<}
=

fish up from the depths in calmer conditions.
Even if the available forage is relatively small
(say, sand-eel- or peanut-bunker-size), giant
knocking, splashing plugs can be extremely
effective tools for revealing the location of any
fish that may be around.

Slim-Profile Soft Plastics
and Needlefish

A broad expanse of glass-calm water gently
receded past my wading boots as the tide
ebbed through a channel cut in the sand flats
of Cape Cod Bay. The occasional shimmer of
a silverside could be seen in the light of the full
moon but, otherwise, the water seemed lifeless.

resist the commotion

Calmer conditions such as these sometimes
make finding the structure—and the fish—
more challenging.

The 9-inch soft plastic I threw could have
imitated any number of bait species, from
the slim underneath silhouette of an Atlantic
herring to the slender shape of a sand eel.
My cast targeted an area on the opposite side
of the channel where the current appeared to
move a bit faster. My suspicion was confirmed
when the lure was swept hard down-current.
A straight, slow retrieve was met with a hard
bump and the first fish of the night. Though
they did not make a single splash as they
stealthily swam through the current, bass to 20




MATT HAEFFNER

pounds violently thrashed the soft plastic until
the tide slowed to a trickle.

Slim-profile soft plastics and needlefish
plugs often fill a similar niche in calm condi-
tions. They are a subtle presentation and can
be swung laterally and slowly retrieved against
the current. This is a deadly presentation in the
dark. Excess commotion appears unnatural to a
striper sleuthing through tranquil waters, so a
thinner, quieter presentation may work for fish
that would reject louder offerings.

Both needles and soft plastics work extraor-
dinarily well for this application. Weightless or
lightly weighted soft baits, including the 9-inch

Super Strike Super N Fish

Fish Snax Super Snax

Sluggo and GT Eel rigged on a screw-lock
hook, are perfect for swinging in slower-mov-
ing current. A stout screw-lock hook, an 8/0 to
10/0 BKK Titanrider or Owner Beast, has the
strength needed to subdue a striper in current.
If a needlefish is your weapon of choice, the
Super Strike Super N Fish, a surfcasting staple,
comes in a variety of weight options suitable
for different current conditions.

i
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Gravity Tackle GT Eel

Darters

Each cast landed into an onslaught of white
water as an offshore storm swell battered the
oceanside sand beaches of the Outer Cape. Soft
plastics and lighter plugs were merely skim-
ming across the surface, unable to penetrate the
strong wave action and reach the fish feeding
below. My angling partner, Anthony, clipped on
adarter that would dig in against the tall waves.

BKK Titanrider
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Large, narrow-bodied
soft plastics are a
subtle, yet deadly
presentation after
dark. 3

NOAH LAMPERTI

His first few casts earned a couple of bumps,
and the fish he landed in short order caused me
to reach into my plug bag for a facsimile of the
same darter he’d thrown. Among the slot-sized
bass, a single, drag-screaming fish that threw
the hook was the highlight of the night and kept
us coming back to resume this dialed-in darter
bite on subsequent evenings.

A darter creates the commotion needed to at-
tract big fish in the most arduous conditions. Its
sloped front digs deep beneath the rough surf
and causes the plug to “dart” side to side so that
a striper can hunt it down with ease, even in the
pandemonium conditions of a storm swell. To
correctly fish a darter in heavy surf, cast it as
far as possible into a trough between big waves
or a cut between bars. Keep a steady pressure
on the lip. The more pressure on the sloped
nose, the slower the darter should be worked.
Hits often come when the lure is slowly darting
back and forth behind a big wave.

Abroad array of darters are built to work quite
well right out of the package. The Super Strike
Zig Zag can be found in almost every plug bag
from Maryland to Maine, while other molded
plastic options like the Tactical Anglers Sub
Darter include an internal rattle to call in fish.
Most darters cast fairly well and are easy enough
to work and feel on any standard surfcasting
rod. For even rougher conditions, bottle plugs
dig harder in heavy waves and hard current. It’s
smart to carry a few of both when faced with
storm-swell conditions on open sand beaches.

A Plug Presentation for
Ewvery Set of Conditions

As illustrated by the examples above, there is
a plug for every set of sand-beach surfcasting
situations. From bar and trough-filled shore-
lines to more subtle channels cut in the sand,

»
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Topwater plugs are ideal for finding

to raging, heavy surf, the successful surfcaster
actively feeding fish from the beach.

must tailor the presentation to the conditions
at hand. Knowledge of the spot you choose
to fish and the conditions you will find when
you wade into the water is critical. Even more
important, however, is the ability to adapt to
different conditions.

A plug bag equipped with the essentials de-
scribed in this article gives the adept surfcaster
the tools to tackle the toughest bite. Having the
correct tools attached to your surf belt is only
one piece of the puzzle that we all assemble each
night as we step out into the surf. Knowing how
to use each and every lure in your bag is another.
The final puzzle piece required for surfcasting
success is the knowledge and faith that, at the
end of every cast, a trophy-sized striped bass is

ready to pounce on your plug. <24
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CONNECTICUT

Atlantic Outboard
475 Boston Post Road
Westbrook, CT
(860) 399-6773
www.atlanticoutboard.com

Connors & 0’Brien Marina
197 Mechanic Street
Pawcatuck, CT
(860) 599-5567
www.connorsandobrien.com

Gales Ferry Marina
55 Chapman Lane
Gales Ferry, CT
(860) 464-2146
www.galesferrymarina.com

Rex Marine Center
144 Water Street
Norwalk, CT
(203) 866-5555
WWW.rexmarine.com

MASSACHUSETTS

Atlantic Boats
2820 Cranberry Highway
Wareham, MA
(508) 295-8005
www.atlanticboats.com

Cape Ann Marine Sales & Service
75 Essex Avenue
Gloucester, MA
(978) 283-0806
WWW.capeannmarine.com

J&W Marine Inc.
56 Bridge Street
Salem, MA
(978) 744-7717
www.jwmarineservice.com

Port Marine Sales
350R Merrimac Street
Newburyport, MA
(978) 255-4371
www.portmarinenbpt.com

Precision Water Sports
325 East Broadway
Gardner, MA
(978) 410-7199
www.precision-watersports.com

Ryder’s Cove Boat Yard
46 Ryder’s Cove Road
North Chatham, MA
(508) 945-1064
www.ryderscove.com

Ship Shops Inc.
130 Pleasant Street
South Yarmouth, MA
(508) 398-2256
www.shipshops.com

Steamboat Wharf Marina
48 George Washington Blvd.
Hull, MA
(781) 925-0044
www.steamboatwharfmarina.com

MAINE

Kittery Point Yacht Yard
857 Main Street
Eliot, ME
(207) 439-3967
www.kpyy.net

Portland Yacht Services
100 West Commercial Street
Portland, ME
(207) 774-1067
www.portlandyacht.com

South Port Marine
14 Ocean Street
South Portland, ME
(207) 799-8191
www.southportmarine.com

NEW HAMPSHIRE

Blue Water Marine Service
927 Calef Highway
Barrington, NH
(603) 905-9021
www.bluewatermarineservice.com

Seacoast Marine Sales
6 Lafayette Rd, US Rt.1
N. Hampton, NH
(603) 964-0180
www.seacoastmarinesales.com

NEW JERSEY

All Points Marine Services

320 Hawthorne Ave
Point Pleasant Beach, NJ
(848) 232-4292

www.allpointsmarineservices.com

Blue Water Boats
368 S Delsea Drive
Cape May Court House, NJ
(609) 600-1989
www.bwboatsnj.com

Sherer’s Boat Basin Inc.
482 East Bay Ave.
Barnegat, NJ
(609) 698-0463
www.sherersboatbasin.com

NEW YORK

Harbor Isle Marine
161 Island Parkway W
Island Park, NY
(516) 544-4212
www.harborislemarine.com

Jensen Marine Service
1234 Merrick Road
Copiague, NY
(631) 226-9739
facebook.com/jensen.marine

PENNSYLVANIA

Philadelphia Boat Supply
8900 State Rd
Philadelphia, PA
(215) 332-5117

www.philaboat.com

RHODE ISLAND

Kirby Marine
222 JT Connell Highway
Newport, RI 02840
(401) 847-0321
www.Kirby-marine.com

Stateline Boatworks
294 Market Street
Warren, Rl 02885

401-245-7673
www.statelineboatworks.com
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1he Plugs of
DANNY PICHNEY

| BY FRED THURBER |

he year was 1976 and the place was Brenton Reef off Newport, Rhode

Island. I was fishing with the fiendishly clever and fanatically secretive

striper ace, Fran Sargent, in his stealthy tin beater boat. Never heard of

Fran Sargent? That was the way he wanted it; he made the Mad Russian
(the furtive winner of four Vineyard Derbies) seem like a socialite. Even if you had
heard of Fran, you never saw where he fished and you never, ever saw him land
a fish, though at the end of the day, you might have noticed his boat sitting a few
inches deeper in the water. If Fran had been sloppy or exhausted, you might have
seen a massive square tail poking out of an overstuffed fish box, but in all the years
I fished with him, I saw him drop his guard only once. The fish buyers at Spooner’s
in Westport, Massachusetts, knew the score, but almost no one else knew about his
incredible haul of striped bass.




In an era before computerized CAD software, Pichney meticulously documented the precise dimensions of a plug that had the perfect action.

Anyway, the conditions looked promising
that day in Newport, with an overcast sky and
easy rollers coming in from the southwest;
however, the fishing had been dismal and even
Fran, the best striper man I ever fished with,
could not conjure up a bass. We had been mess-
ing around with Atom 40s and similar plugs,
but could not get them to swim right. We got
a few swirls, but no hookups.

“Well, okay,” sighed Fran. “I guess I should
try one of these plugs that Charley Soares
gave me.”

Fran reached into his canvas sea bag and
pulled out a large silver-and-blue plug in a
clear plastic wrapper. This was the legendary,
almost mythical plug turned by the hand of
Danny Pichney himself. I had heard rumors
of such plugs, but they were basically impos-
sible to obtain in my area. No tackle stores
that I knew of in New England carried them
back then. Robert Vasta told me that he had to
buy his first Danny plugs in the 70s out of the
back of Charlie Kay’s truck at Breezy Point
jetty. Steve Campo noted that there were a few

OTW | 60

shops in New York City and Long Island that
carried Danny plugs, but I assumed they did not
last very long on the shelves. In southern New
England, Danny Pichney plugs were available
only to a few sharpies who had access to Danny
himself. Luckily, Charley Soares was one of
those sharpies, and he had given us a few of
the plugs in the hope that he could curry favor
with the notoriously tight-lipped Fran Sargent
(all for naught, but that is a different story).

Fran unwrapped the plug, and I gawked in
wonder at this original Danny in the “Mullet”
color. It was the most beautiful plug I had ever
seen as it shimmered in the faint sunlight. It
seemed a shame to risk sending such an exqui-
site creation into harm’s way, but Fran brushed
off my objection, snapped it onto his line, and
made a long cast downwind to a hidden reef, a
reef with no white water showing. It betrayed
its presence only as a slight watery hump as
the seas rolled over it. It did not look very
promising or particularly fishy.

None of us were prepared for what happened
next. The plug traveled about two feet on the

surface of the water and wiggled a few times,
leaving a perfect wake. It then disappeared in
a cloud of spray and was the last we saw of it.
It was barely wet when a striper exploded on it
and took off. Fran’s Squidder reel whizzed and
his heavy, 9-foot blonde Lamiglas rod doubled
over. Even with 50-pound Dacron line and the
drag screwed down as tight as he dared, Fran
could not control the fish; it went to the bottom,
ran over some barnacle-covered rocks, then
his line went slack. Fran, muttering various
unprintable invectives, reeled in his limp line
that ended with a frazzled leader of 60-pound
monofilament where the plug had once, ever
so briefly, been attached.

Both of us were stunned. Here was a plug,
fresh out of the package, still smelling of paint
and epoxy. Unlike the Atom 40s and other
plugs we experimented with, we did not have
to fiddle with the eye. This genuine Danny plug
swam perfectly right out of the bag, but not for
long. I'had never encountered a lure with such
a short lifespan.

No wonder the original Danny Pichney plugs



Pichney felt that large, jointed plugs were the most difficult and time-consuming to make.
Consequently, these are among the rarest and most collectible of the Danny plugs.

had a mystique about them. Not only were they
well-nigh impossible to obtain, they were far
and away the best surface lures of their era.
From that day forward, I had a fascination with
these creations. Eventually, I contacted Danny
and ordered a few shipments. What he sent me
was a grab-bag of various models and colors
(some were experimental). Some we used, and
some I stored away as collector’s items.
Besides the surface swimmers, we also used
a Pichney plug called the “Conrad,” a large,
weighty hardwood subsurface lure that ran
deep. When the surf was heavy, we reached for
Conrads because they traveled below the white
water instead of wiggling around fruitlessly in
the suds like a surface swimmer. The Conrad
had a slow, seductive rolling action that proved
irresistible to huge striped bass. In our experi-
ence, Conrads in the blue/pink/white “herring”

color were the best fish catchers. The most
violent strikes I have ever experienced were
on these plugs during pre- and post-hurricane
swells off Sakonnet and Newport. It felt like
my arms were being wrenched out of their
sockets.

After our explosive first experience with
the Danny surface swimmer, Fran Sargent
and I fished exclusively with original Pichney
plugs when we could get them. Once, we even
ran into Danny himself, who was fishing with
Charley Soares off Cuttyhunk. Danny was us-
ing a conventional Penn Squidder with a stiff
casting rod. He told us how the fish were on a
“wood diet” that day, which we did not doubt.

I fished big Danny surface swimmers and
Conrads for a decade or so until I was lucky
enough to get in on the legendary striper blitzes
on Block Island in the 80s. Although Danny

had reluctantly made a few needlefish, it was
the Gibbs, Gags, and Super Strike needlefish
that dominated Block Island during those
glory years. The one exception appeared to
be the stubby, single-hook needlefish Danny
made for Tim Coleman. The golden age of
large wooden swimming plugs had started to
wind down. After that, interest in the original
Dannys waned, and they faded away, except
for lure collectors who prized them above all
others, especially the rarest models and colors.

One of the reasons that Pichney lures are so
valued by collectors today is that Danny ran a
small operation out of his basement and made
a limited number of plugs. As he explained
in an interview with Tim Coleman, when he
first started selling plugs, he tried to keep his
operation under wraps so he did not get over-
whelmed with orders. It took Frank Keating, a

It took Frank Keating, a fishing writer for the Long Island Press, three years to find out who was

making these amazingly effective lures. Of course, this secrecy just enhanced their mystique and desirability.
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The so-called Bootleg subsurface plug looks like a surface swimmer that has been on a diet.

fishing writer for the Long Island Press, three
years to find out who was making these amaz-
ingly effective lures. Of course, this secrecy
just enhanced their mystique and desirability.

Today, there are countless plug builders
churning out beautiful Danny-style plugs, and
it is easy to forget how it all began. Danny
Pichney (1921-1988) was a machinist from
Jackson Heights, New York. He worked for
Con Edison in Long Island City; in his spare
time, he enjoyed fashioning his own fish-
ing lures. Besides, as he explained to Tim
Coleman, in the old days he could not afford
commercially available plugs. Danny was a
resourceful scrounger, collecting old pallets
from Con Ed or discarded props from local
theaters to use as wood for his lures. If the

wood was not thick enough, he glued two
slabs together to get something thick enough
to turn on his lathe and then carefully position
the heaviest wood on the bottom of the plug.
According to Steve Campo, Danny bartered
for all sorts of materials such as grommets,
hooks, bucktails, stainless lip material, and
plastic packaging material. As a result, there
was some variability in the materials used in
his lures. Unlike today’s super glossed, air-
brushed plugs, Pichney plugs have small diag-
nostic marks, streaks, and nicks, but the finish
is extremely durable and long lasting. No one
knows, or is willing to say, what Danny used
for his secret paint and epoxy coatings, but it
was some sort of volatile organic compound
that is probably not legal today..

In 1966, Danny teamed up with another
legendary lure builder from that era, Don
Musso (who went on to create Super Strike
lures). Unfortunately, this collaboration
ended acrimoniously in 1973. One issue was
a dispute over the 6-inch surface swimmer.
According to Musso, Danny sold the design to
Lupo Lures without consulting him first. The
6-inch swimmer, a scaled down version of the
7%%-inch surface swimmers that Fran Sargent
and I used, was supposedly an original design
by Musso. He realized that by tapering both
ends of the lure (in the shape of a tuna, as he
explained), he could make it travel with a better
wiggle and a smaller swim plate than the Atom
40 or other similar lures; thus, a legend was
born. Unfortunately for Musso, from then on,

No one knows, or is willing to say, what Danny used for his secret paint and epoxy coatings,
but it was some sort of volatile compound that is probably not legal today.
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this lure was named the Danny when maybe it
should have been called the Donny.

By all accounts, Danny Pichney was a gener-
ous and very personable lure builder and fish-
ing companion. I found him very engaging in
the long phone conversations I had with him,
and others who knew him better felt the same
way. Robert Vasta said this: “He would make
any plug you wanted. He would always work
with you. Actually, he looked for input from
fishermen all the time.” Steve Campo knew
Danny very well and called him an “awesome”
person.

The Pichney Conrad plug had a different
genesis. It was named after Conrad Malicoat
(1936-2014), a skilled artisan from Provinc-
etown, Massachusetts, who was famous for
his art and elaborate brickwork. Malicoat was
a resourceful craftsman; he built one of the
historic dune shacks at P-Town from scrap
lumber and driftwood. He also loved to fish
the Backside Beach and Race Point, sometimes
with the crew from the Striper Surf Club in
Brooklyn. Conrad needed a lure that would
run deep in the rips off the Cape, so he created
a huge oak plug for his own use. According
to a surfcaster from the club named Timmy
“Tuna” Lendino, in about 1972, Joe Caparetta,
a fellow club member, found one of these lures
on the beach one night at Race Point. It was a
breezy evening and Joe needed a heavy plug
that could cut through the wind, so he snapped
on the Conrad. He caught a huge bass (at least
50 pounds, according to Lendino) on his first
cast. Joe brought the lure home, showed it
to Danny, and asked him to make something
comparable. After a number of improvements
by Danny and Don, another legendary plug was
born. By all accounts, Malicoat had jealously
guarded his lure, refusing to show it to anyone,
including his fishing buddies in the Striper Surf
Club. According to his niece, Orin Dunigan,
Conrad had a “hot Irish temper,” and when he
found out that a commercial version of his plug
was being made, he was furious. He gave up
striper fishing forever, snapped all his fishing
poles in half, and never talked to his friends
at the club again.

Steve Sylver, a highly skilled cabinetmaker
and lure builder from Cape Cod, made a few
reproductions of the original Malicoat Conrad
for some friends. These replicas bear little
resemblance to the Danny Conrad. The Ma-
licoat plugs are huge, tough, beastly affairs of
oak with massive brass screw eyes to hold the
hooks instead of the more elegant thru-wire
construction that Danny and Don used for the

The finish on all of Pichney’s plugs is extremely durable and long-lasting.
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The “Conrad” is a large, weighty hardwood subsurface lure that runs deep. It is ideal in heavy surf because it travels below the white
water instead of wiggling around fruitlessly in the suds like a surface swimmer.

Pichney Conrad.

There is a mythology about the materials that
went into Pichney Conrads. Everyone assumes
that they were all made of rock maple, but
Steve Sylver told me that Danny used whatever
hardwood he could scrounge, not just maple,
but oak and, especially, ash. The first handful
of Pichney Conrads were thicker than the later
ones. The rumor is that Danny made them from
axe or sledgehammer handles, which means
that these early models were made of hickory.
In any case, the Malicoat and Danny Conrads
share the same name and same deep-diving
ability, but the construction seems quite dif-
ferent to me.

Another bit of Pichney mythology involves
the single tail hooks on the swimmers. During
the heyday of big plug fishing, the story was
that Danny had invented the use of a single
hook on the tail to enhance the lure’s action.
Steve Campo has a more prosaic explanation:
Danny never used a vice to tie the bucktails
to his tail hooks, but used his hand to hold
the hooks instead. Campo said Danny found
it much easier to tie them onto a single hook
instead of a treble. Steve Sylver noted that this
“innnovation” can be used to date Pichney
lures since the earliest Danny plugs have treble
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tail hooks while the standard later plugs have
single tail hooks.

Besides the surface swimmers and Conrad
plugs, Danny made a wide variety of other lures
such as darters, trolling plugs, and needlefish
in various shapes and colors. He made over
20 models and over 90 model/paint combina-
tions, many of which are quite rare. The most
common Danny plug is probably his 6-inch
surface swimmer or the 5%-inch Conrad. The
rarest and most collectible Pichneys are his
needlefish, sandeel, reverse squid, pencil and
regular poppers, and jointed plugs. There are
many different models between these extremes.

Danny made many metal-lipped swimmers.
The surface swimmer came in at least three
standard sizes: 7%z-inch, 6-inch, and the cute
little 4/2-inch swimmer. Steve McKenna also
has a 5-inch version that Danny called the
Small.

The Conrad also came in various sizes:
7%-inch, 5%-inch, a small size at 4% inches,
and the Peanut at 4! inches. The Conrad Pea-
nut was a thin, heavy plug and usually had a
groove around the head for an eel skin. This
was a favorite plug of the Narragansett crowd.
Occasionally, Danny cut a sharp angle on the
face of the 5%-inch Conrad, lures called Slope-

heads that are fairly rare.

The so-called Bootleg subsurface plug looks
like a surface swimmer that has been on a diet.
Bootlegs are not common, but Danny made
even rarer, thinner plugs called the Sandeel
and Jointed Sandeel that were his answer to
the Rebel and Redfin plugs popular in the 70s
with the Cape Cod crowd.

A more common family of lures from Danny
is his Trollers, which he made in many colors
and three sizes, the largest of which is a whop-
ping 8 inches long. A Troller has a long, gradu-
ally sloping head and Pat Abate provided some
background on it: “The troller was influenced by
Ronny Lepper, a New York firefighter and char-
ter captain. The boat sharpies in the New York
Bight were modifying Creek Chub Giant Pikies
by planing or sawing sloped heads on them and
repainting them. Ron went to Danny and asked
him to come up with a better version. He did.”

Just to complicate things even more, Danny
also made a swimmer with a rounded head that
was sort of a wooden analogue of the Atom
plug. There were at least four sizes ranging
from 7% to 4% inches. The length of the mid-
sized Junior version appears to have some
variability, like so many other Pichney lures.

Danny also made darters in various colors



-

Driving surf, cold water, colder temps — sleep deprived. The best opportunities S
often live between a rock and a hard place. You get one life. Fish it Well. I M




Pichney also made darters in
various colors and sizes, including
a 7Y-inch darter with three hooks
and a smaller one with two hooks.

Pichney was not too keen on needlefish, so
there are not a lot of them out there. The
ones in colors aside from his solid white or
black are like hen’s teeth these days and
highly prized by collectors.

and sizes, including a 7%-inch darter with three
hooks and a smaller one with two hooks.

Danny’s needlefish are hard to come by
but were made with 1,2, and 3 hooks. Danny
called the single-hook version he made for
Tim Coleman the Shorty Feathertail, but it was
nicknamed the Pocket Rocket by the Block
Island crowd. Tim also called it his wooden
Hopkins. Danny was not too keen on needle-
fish, so there are not a lot of them out there.
The ones in colors beside his solid white or
black are like hen’s teeth these days and highly
prized by collectors.

In my conversations with Danny, he told
me that the lures he really did not want to
make—because they were so difficult—were
large, jointed plugs. Consequently, these, such

About Pichney Plugs

If you have questions about Pichney

plugs, the best place to start is with the
StripersOnline plug collector’s forum.
Russ “Bassdozer” Comeau created a
comprehensive list of the various Pichney
and early Musso models and colors at
bassdozer.com. Another resource is the
Saltwater Lure Collectors Club.They hold
an annual show at White’s of Westport

in Westport, Massachusetts. Here, you
have a chance to see or buy some original
Pichney lures.

e
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as his giant jointed pikie, are among the rarest
and most collectible of the Danny plugs. He
did make a number of smaller jointed plugs
called eelies. One model is the Sloped Headed
Eely and another, rarer lure, is known as the
Flat-nose Eely, which was one of the deadliest
plugs in my surf bag.

The color schemes that Danny chose to use
on his plugs greatly affects their value and col-
lectability. The white or Mullet pattern (royal
blue back, silvery sides, and a white belly) is
the most common. The rarest and most desir-
able finishes for a collector is the Cape Cod
sandeel color (burnt orange over white), the
light-green-over-silver color, and the mackerel
or fish-scale pattern.

Of all the old saltwater plugs, I consider
Pichneys to be the most collectible for vari-
ous reasons. First, consider the price. Most
of today’s collectors are hardcore surfcasters
from the 70s and 80s, and we are fading out
these days (alas), so the number of collectors
is getting smaller and the prices have dropped.
Another reason is that the lures age so well.
Unlike old Atom plugs that have a muddy color
from faded varnish, the Pichneys today look as
fresh and sparkling as they did when first made.
When I take one out of its plastic wrapper, it
looks exactly the same as when I first saw one
some 50 years ago with Fran Sargent. I guess
the biggest reason that I am intrigued by these
lures is that they are just so beautiful to look
at and bring back memories of a bygone era

of striper fishing.

The price of original Danny plugs is cur-
rently very reasonable. You can probably buy
a pristine original surface swimmer or Conrad
in its wrapper, untouched since Danny himself
packaged it, for about $50 to $80; slightly used
versions sell for less. The rarest Pichneys cost
over $100 if you can find them, but they do
come up for sale now and then.

There is a small, tight-knit community of
Pichney collectors who communicate online.
Most of the buying, selling, and trading of
these lures is done through the “Buy/Sell/
Trade” forum on the StripersOnline message
board. Pichney plugs occasionally show up
on eBay, at estate sales, or in “divorce” sales,
when a disgruntled spouse sells off a collec-
tion for pennies on the dollar in a yard sale. A
fishing friend of mine lost all his Pichney and
old wooden Atom plugs in just such a fire sale.

So, what happened to Danny Pichney’s jigs,
designs, and equipment? They went to Bobby
Glauda, who apprenticed with Danny as a teen-
ager, making plugs and learning his techniques.
The lures that Bobby makes are known as
Beachmaster lures, and are similar to Danny
plugs but with a more polished appearance.
And like the original Pichneys, Beachmasters
are hard to find. They occasionally show up in
tackle stores, but are quickly gobbled up. The
arrival of Beachmaster lures in the 1990s may
have sparked the current resurgence in high-
quality, hand-crafted wooden plugs. <2
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Forged Surf Spinning Rods are unlike
anything ever built here at Tsunami.
Premium surf rod at an affordable price.

Proprietary 30 Ton Tensile Strength

Tip into-butt 70/30 split construction on

2- piece models increase joint stability and
strength

Performance Tuned actions and tapers load
easily and transfer energy into the cast
Ergonomic grips overlayed with textured
rubber shrink for increased comfort and
improved grip

Fuji Stainless Steel guides, with braid
friendly “K” frames and Slim SiC rings
reduce overal weight

MODEL #
TSFRGSS771M
TSFRGSS872M

TSFRGSS972MH
TSFRGSS1072MH

Starting at $209.99 e
BRAIDED LINE
LENGTH SECTIONS ACTION TRTEST LURE WT.
77" 1 Piece MED To 30 Ib 3/8-2o0z
8'7" 2 Piece MED To401b 1/2-2-1/2 0z

9'7"  2Piece MED/HVY To40lb 3/4-3-1/20z
10'7" 2 Piece MED/HVY To50lb 3/4-3-1/2 0z
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Our most advanced rods yet!

Saltx Il Surf rods are built with our
proprietary HALO blank technology,
giving you the strongest and
lightest rods ever built at Tsunami.

Proprietary 30 Ton Tensile Strength
Tip into-butt 70/30 split construction
on 2- piece models
Performance Tuned actions and
tapers load easily and transfer energy
into the cast
Ergonomic grips overlayed with
textured rubber shrink for increased
comfort and improved grip

«  Fuji® Titanium guides decrease
weight and eliminate corrosion

Starting at $310.99

MODEL # LENGTH SECTIONS ®PAPEDUINE | ype wr.

TSSTXIISS771M 77" 1Piece To30Ib 3/8 - 20z

TSSTXIISS872M 8'7" 2 Piece To40lb 1/2-2-1/20z
TSSTXIISS972MH 9'7" 2 Piece To40lb 3/4-31/20z
TSSTXIISS1072MH ~ 10'7" 2 Piece To50lb 3/4-3-1/20z
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Available in 3000-8000 Sizes The next generation of fully sealed performance spinning
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gat$ kind sealed anti-reverse bearing, all wrapped in a CNC
machined A6061 aluminum body.

- Body and rotor constructed from A6061 Aluminum

- Fully Sealed design, utilizing 19 seals

. Sealed Hammer Drag System

- Braid Ready Spool

- Digitally optimized S-Drive Stainless Steel Main
and pinion gear

- 7+1dual sealed Stainless Steel ball bearings

- One of a kind sealed anti-reverse bearing

- Manually operated bail with sealed bail spring

. One-piece machined handle arm with round
non-slip power knob

- Handle converts for the left or right hand retrieve

- Titanium spool lip, bail wire & main-shaft for increased weight

savings and durability
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ArmourTech is an innovative coating that is harder
and more corrosion resistant than traditional
coatings in use today on fishing reels.

- Body and rotor constructed from A6061 Aluminum
Fully Sealed design, utilizing 19 seals
Sealed Hammer Drag System
Braid Ready Spool
- Digitally optimized S-Drive Stainless Steel Main
and pinion gear
. 7+l dual sealed Stainless Steel ball bearings
One of a kind sealed anti-reverse bearing
Manually operated bail with sealed bail spring
One-piece machined handle arm with round
non-slip power knob
- Handle converts for the left or right hand retrieve
- Titanium spool lip, bail wire & main-shaft for increased weight
savings and durability
ArmourTech scratch resistant coating
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STORY BY JESSE L. ROBBINS
PHOTOS BY JOE KLEMENTOVICH

follow the figure in front of me down the beach, a

silhouette barely darker than the horizon. I can’t see

him well, but I sense his proximity and maintain a

close but consistent distance away, which prepares
me for the steps that require additional care. Though we
both wear headlamps, neither are in use and, in the absence
of a clear visual of the beach, my hearing distinguishes the
type of ground we’re walking on. I hear his boots softly
squish over sand, then crunch and grind on small stones,
and then slide and squeak on top of large, seaweed-covered
ledges. Then, a new sound: boots entering water. I stop,
look up, and realize that we’ve reached our destination.
This is where I will fish. At least for now.

I was raised a daytime angler. As a boy, I was taught by
my father that when it comes to fishing, one goes to bed
early so he can then get up early and catch the morning
bite. Staying up for a bite was also in play but concluded
promptly at dark for the previously mentioned reason. As
I grew older and my fishing gained independence, “early”
and “late” stretched into “earlier” and “later” but I still
conducted the business part of my angling during daylight.
Then I befriended an angler whose approach fell far from
my own; an approach based more on feel than feedback,
more intuition than imitation, more consciousness than
coincidence—an angling approach with higher stakes than
simple recreation: night fishing.
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“Remember the map I drew?” my friend
asks. “This is the shallow boulder garden in
the northeast corner.”

Earlier in the day, he’d sketched a 10-or-so-
acre section of shoreline with no fewer than 20
landmarks and areas to fish. I tried to recall the
specifics of this particular waypoint and looked
into the dark for clues but was given none in
return. The task was much more straightfor-
ward on paper.

“Let me see your fly,” he says, and I show
him. “That’s fine. The tide just turned, so the
current is going to pick up soon. Swing your
fly through all these currents and seams. As the
water drops, wade further out so you can fish
more of the boulder garden.”

“Got it,” I say, confidence imperceptible.

“I’Il be over there.” He points into the night.
“Yell if you need me.”

He walks away, the sounds of his steps even-
tually overtaken by the soft crashes of waves
and the ocean flowing over the rocks I am about
to fish. I take a hesitant step into the water, and
another, my feet sliding over the bottom to
make sure it doesn’t fall out from underneath

me. A few more steps and my right foot bumps
into a boulder. I trace its outline with my boot
and keep moving. Now knee-deep, I unhook
my fly from a rod guide and flip it into the
water. It disappears.

We’d decided that I would fly fish, even
though he was positive that it was a less-
productive method for this area. Our reasoning
was that I'd be better off fishing a spot I didn’t
know with a technique I did know, as opposed
to not knowing either. In any case, there’s no
debating that my angling companion and I are
compromised. Nevertheless, I begin. At first it
feels like everything is inverted, like the world
has turned upside down, and I’m fishing in a
reflected ocean—as if I'm a mirror-image of
myself, casting and fishing with my off-hand.
Thankfully, the rod in my hand is not a new
tool. I start short and am soon sending 60 feet of
line comfortably into the unknown and unseen.
What the fly does when it gets there is much
less clear to me.

To a degree, all fishing during the day is
sight fishing in that you can see your fly, plug,
or bait. You can see what it looks like in the

water, see where it lands, and sometimes see
when a fish follows it. At night, however, sight
is replaced by feel and the learning curve that
charts challenges and rewards is much steeper,
and reaches greater magnitudes. Without the
benefit of sight, I'm required to visualize my
fly in the water, not just what it looks like but
how it’s moving and where. It’s difficult at
first because it’s new, but soon I’'m no longer
thinking about doing it, I’m just doing it. With
no visual cues to tell me when a fish is near,
I’'m forced to fish each cast as if it is being fol-
lowed. In my mind, I see and believe in each
and every presentation.

As for my friend, he’s doing what he knows
best—surfcasting at this specific spot, and after
awhile, I hear him call my name. I turn and yell
in the direction he’d pointed, and he responds
from somewhere else.

“Doin’ good?” he asks.

My response is swallowed by the night, but
I acknowledge that I am indeed doing just fine.

Whereas fishing during the day sometimes
makes time feel fleeting, at night, time not only
slows, it seems to get lost. Instead of running a

1t’s said that the brighter the light, the more darkness you can see. In my case,
the inverse bas become true: the dark has illuminated what I do not know.
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losing race against the rising sun, we are draft-
ing off the moon’s soft glow, riding the night’s
camouflage and its intoxicating, comforting,
and liberating effect on the fish. I know they’re
happy out there and I’m faithful that if my fly
swings in front of one, it will annihilate it. Why
wouldn’t it? Anticipation may hold at night, but
itnever wanes. Senses are in overdrive and even
slight changes in current or wind are cause for
concern and curiosity. A sudden inconsistency
in the white noise of the wash raises an eyebrow
and the hairs on the back of my neck.

“Let’s move,” I hear from behind me. I reel
in, and while doing so, consider that I have no
idea how long he’s been standing there.

By now my steps are surer and my eyes have
fully adjusted to the color spectrum that spreads
before us. Blues, purples, grays, and pitch black
are the palette of this evening’s painter, and
our silhouettes slide in and among them as we
make our way to another spot. I imagine us
traversing my friend’s hand-drawn map and
I’'m now able to match his descriptions and
depictions to what’s actually out here—a visual
translation made possible only after having
been submerged in the scene.

We arrive at our next spot and drop our gear
on a rocky beach. I know things have changed
since we started fishing—the tide, moonlight,
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etc.—but why we’re here, now, I understand
only in concept, not by any evidence. An align-
ment of conditions is critical, as always, but
instead of waiting for a certain tide or particular
wind to coincide with daybreak or dusk, my
friend has charted these variables’ intersection
with the dead of night. He begins fishing while
I try to take in the new surroundings.

Intentionally, I haven’t checked the time.
I thought it would be amusing to lose track
of it, but now that I’'m out here and have also
lost track of place, I'm not sure how it would
help me, really. I do know that I'm tired. No
surprise, as I haven’t been awake at this hour
since I don’t know when. Fishing at night is
habitual in the sense that it doesn’t come easy
at first and requires the breaking of a compet-
ing habit to even engage in—sleeping, namely.
Or, sleeping during normal hours. But, like
going to the gym or learning an instrument, at
some point along the way, the activity loses its
novelty and becomes even more than a routine,
it becomes a practice. Going night fishing just
once is harsh on the body and the mind; that’s
where I’m at now. But the more frequently it’s
repeated, the easier it gets and the harder it is
to stop, until it’s just what you do; that’s where
my friend is.

I decide to take a break and see what I can

learn by watching him. Reclining against a
smooth rock, legs crossed and hands behind my
head, I watch him fish. Each cast is precise, a
foot this way or that, and his retrieves alternate
between reeling, back-reeling, and letting his
lure rise and swing in the current. It is clear
that he is doing something much different than
what I was doing with my fly, controlling his
presentation in a way that [ wasn’t and likely
can’t. I recognize that this is a function of both
his equipment and his understanding of this
place. It’s said that the brighter the light, the
more darkness you can see. In my case, the
inverse has become true: the dark has illumi-
nated what I do not know.

Suddenly, I perceive a change in his posture,
and he sets the hook with his entire body. The
rod arches into the night sky, line pointing into
the abyss. Somewhere out there, a striped bass
has been hooked. My friend takes off down the
beach in pursuit and I'm following him once
again, keeping my distance as before, now so
as not to interfere. I watch the fight with no idea
where the fish is until my friend kneels to land it.

“Wanna see what they look like?”

The blues, purples, grays, and pitch black of
the night swirl yet again, as if slowly stirred
together in a paint bucket. And in the middle
of it all is me, my friend, and his fish. !‘%1
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STORY & PHOTOS BY CAPTAIN JOHN W. PAPCIAK



The Bow!

boulder field left over from the last ice age

forms a cove. Arising tide and a southeast swell
dump white water and small bait into the bowl. My
fishing buddy, Paul, has been doing a much better job
of keeping it honest through mid-September. He tells
me the bass are now coming in on the flood.

The only question is whether to wear waders or
a wetsuit, and that depends on how aggressive we
are to push out. The rest of the outfit was decided
about 25 years ago: a ‘99 vintage Van Staal 200, a
Lamiglas 9-foot light-action blank, 30-pound braid,
and a few white bucktails between % and 1% ounces.
Anything more in a surf bag is overkill, assuming I'm
willing to carry it.

We pull into the lot to see a couple of familiar
trucks, though we almost never see their owners.
Today, they are either asleep— waiting for the night
tide—or out on an ambitious walk across the coconut-
sized boulders along the south side.

This will be easy fishing, with one exception: we
must have good cleats for getting through the kelp-
covered tidal pools and a proven way of securing
them to our boots. I have a nice collection of odd
Korkers I found in The Bowl—Ilefts and rights, in
several sizes—proof that many surfcasters rush
through the important lacing-up step.

We climb over the boulders and kelp, and by the
time the white water is just over my knees, I see the
first dorsal fin. I wave to Paul and point. He laughs.
“I'know, I know. It’s been like this the last few days.
Just wait, it gets better!”

Most surfcasters tend to arrive and launch their first
casts out as far as they can. However, in the bowl, it’s
usually better to keep casts short lest you risk hanging
up on a large rock on the outside. I make my first cast
and fear I’ve made exactly that mistake, then I realize
the resistance is a feisty schoolie.

I look left to see Frank already hooked up as well.
Paul holds off on casting for the moment, happy to
see this session going off as advertised.

The bass come and go in waves as the flooding
tide brings ever larger walls of white water. My
3-millimeter wetsuit seems a bit much for an early
fall afternoon. Each time I feel warm, I kneel down,
hold my breath, and let a wave wash over my head.
I stay under a little longer, and for a few seconds I
forget that I am even fishing. It’s pure therapy ...
the rush of seawater and the bubbles.

By the time the tide tops out, we have retreated at
least 100 feet. We finally use a lull in the action as an
excuse to call it a day, but as I turn toward shore, I
see another dorsal fin. There were fish feeding behind
us the whole time.
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Tumbleweed
Tuesday

Labor Day Monday, as usual, ends with
atraffic jam of sedans and high-end SUVs
heading west. Montauk locals look forward to
the day after Labor Day —historically known
as Tumbleweed Tuesday. Some years, the com-
munity even celebrates by hiring a band to play
on the green in the center of town.

This year, the fall run follows the calendar.
Two days after Labor Day, false albacore
intercept early waves of bay anchovies empty-
ing from Gardiner’s Bay, just inside Montauk
Point. Everything feels on schedule—a couple
of weeks behind Cape Cod and Martha’s
Vineyard.

Early albies are uncharacteristically aggres-
sive and every bit as willing to take a full range
of flies, epoxy jigs, even poppers. They raid
shallow water as well, and a few fly-casting
locals can be seen running along the beach in
bare feet, hooking up as they go.

The “mosquito fleet”—a Montauk dragger
captain’s description of the swarm of fly and
light-tackle vessels chasing birds off Montauk
Point each fall—will not be in full force for
another three weeks. Until then, it’s long
drifts, multiple hook-ups, and little worry that
circling outboards will put feeding fish down.

However, with Tumbleweed Tuesday comes
the other harsh reality of the season. My
news feed from NOAA points out weather
disturbances west of Cape Verde. Next are
estimates of formations into something more
tropical. Each developed system is followed
with endless model runs, as ridges and troughs
are expected to steer the strengthening systems
west, and then north. I obsess about it a bit too
much, but experiencing Sandy head-on scarred
my memory.

Few tropical cyclones pose a significant
threat here, but almost everything directed
into the North Atlantic will have at least some
impact. It might be a few days of a large swell,
it could be a week of brutal Northeast winds,
or it might be something more direct and
significant.

I add a second set of lines to the cleats at
the dock. I recheck the trailer, bearings, axles,
and tires, just in case I need to pull the boat
on short notice.
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he dog days of summer, and all that

humidity, are a distant memory. It’s 52
degrees as I stumble down the dock in the
dark. September is coming to a close, and a
T shirtisn’t going to cut it today. I struggle to
find the arms of my heavy fleece top.

I climb aboard the Contender and reach
into the console to flip on the battery, hold-
ing my breath, hoping the engine turns over.
The Yamaha shudders and comes to life, the
exhaust trailing off into the cool morning air.

“Damn, if only this wind would let up just
a little, I could at least get around the point.
I’ll worry about wind against tide for the
ride home.”

The Cold Front

That never works. Just try riding past
screeching birds, with the sight of false alba-
core ripping across the surface —the best of it
in the nastiest sections of the chop.

Putting 60 feet of fly line into the air with a
20-knot crosswind means hooking your cap-
tain, your friends, or the outboard —probably
all the above. A risk worth taking.

The white water from the top of a wave gets
blown at us, and plenty of it comes over the
bow as we reposition for the next drift. Ab-
solutely nothing left above deck will remain
dry this morning.

It’s delightful chaos. Not a thought for
anything else going on in my life—nothing

matters now except holding on and getting
off a good cast as soon as some heads or
tails show.

The wind dies down and swings southwest
by late afternoon. The albies are still eating
but are much less aggressive now. My crew is
fading too. We beat ourselves up, along with
our gear, and snapped off a few good jigs and
flies in the process.

What’s left are stories of fishing victories
at sea, and albies crisscrossing in the face
of the waves. I'm having a beer now at the
marina restaurant. My lips burn with the taste
of sea salt and sunblock. I can still feel the
boat rocking.
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Running The Sand

here are approximately 22 miles of fishable ocean beach

from Montauk Point to the town line with Southampton,
about 17 of which can be driven these days. The days of do-
ing the whole thing in one go are far behind me. I’ve driven
every foot of it over the last 30 years: three vehicles, two
clutches, and two new transmissions. If I've gotten any wiser,
I know that predetermined stops, and letting the binoculars
do the work, is a much more practical way to cover larger
distances of sand.

A fellow surfcaster once joked: “There are highway miles
and city miles ... and, well, then there are beach miles.”

It’s rare to run the sand in the fall without seeing something
positive. It’s the second week of October, and today will be
no different. Driving west, I immediately spy terns picking
away at bay anchovies from a sand point on the eastern
boundary of Hither Hills. Two sets of surfcasters are way
ahead of me, driving toward the action. I’'m quite content
to nurse an oversized mug of coffee from the overlook lot.

A second, larger group of birds begins circling about a
quarter mile out. Very promising, but not as helpful to a
surfcaster. I text a friend, Montauk Captain Tim O’Rourke,
justin case he is heading out by boat into a north wind that
is blowing harder than forecasted.

The next stop is near the 4x4 access path on Napeague, a
narrow sand isthmus connecting Amagansett with Montauk.
A large concentration of birds and trucks are visible through
my binoculars. A massive flock of birds are spread out over
a very wide area, but are at least 4 to 5 casts out.

Another 2-mile run further west, to another 4x4 access
point, confirms that the main activity is confined to the Na-
peague State Park section. Nothing more to see, so [ commit
and release 15 psi from the tires of my Jeep Wrangler.

I drive along the 4x4 path through dunes lined with pitch
pines. I've run it hundreds of times, but it gets harder when I
think back to what it once was. It takes only the slightest cue:
the smell of honeysuckle, the sight of early winterberries,
or the rays of sun breaking through the blue clouds over the
dunes during a fall rain squall. I want to go back to a time
and a place when a surfcaster’s world seemed perfect. I'm
overcome with emotion. So many fall runs here, so many
epic days chasing fish down the sand with so many good
friends who have departed.

The urgency of intercepting fish suddenly becomes less
important, so I take my time. The points, bars, and troughs
of a sand beach come into focus. Even a wild and undevel-
oped beach like this one follows a process. The waves come
over the bar and water channels parallel to the beach until it
retreats through a cut. Striped bass come over the bar when
there is enough water, and sometimes even when there is not.
The contour of a wild sand beach changes week to week,
but certain bars and cuts remain prominent year after year.

I stop to cast bucktails at each point and remember specific
trips with special people. I slowly work my way east toward
the main action.
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A Late Push of Bass

he main body of fish from a couple weeks ago have moved on. A frost
warning has been issued for agricultural interests on the East End as

the month of October ends. It’s a morning for a knit cap and heavy fleece
top. The wind swings wildly each day, from northeast to northwest, then
southwest, then all the way around again. Every day, there’s a new small-
craft advisory. I won’t bother taking the boat out in that chop unless there
is areally good reason. Nothing seen or heard lately suggests it’s worth it.

It’s a “date trip,” which means bringing my wife in the Jeep. We pick
up spiced coffee and donuts decorated with pumpkins from the bake
shop, and drive around like a couple of yokels with rods on the front
bumper. If we don’t find any fish, that’s perfectly fine—we’ll end with
a late afternoon stop for local ale and steamers at the Chowder House.

After a quick loop around the Montauk Lighthouse lot, and then
through the 4x4 access path to the north side, I'm reminded of why I
should never make fishing predictions. I’m totally unprepared for this.

Fish are rolling in the wash, everywhere. Better yet, it’s late October
and it’s been so slow that nobody is here. I try to behave like a normal
person. I sip my coffee and hand my wife a donut. She knows me better.

“Are those fish right there? Yes? Oh my god, look at all of them!
Aren’t you going to get out and catch some?”

If I needed permission to get out and fish, this was more than I could
hope for.

I open the tailgate to grab my waders, only to realize that I left them
hanging in the back of the house by the hose. Great, no Korkers either.
Nothing, just my new leather flip-flops.

At least I have a plug bag, but I open it to see it’s still loaded for a
recent night tide, basically needlefish and darters. There’s still a 2-ounce
Ava-style jig on one of the rods. It will have to do.

I walk down to the waterline, trying to steer clear of the slime-covered
rocks. I send off a cast, and within a few cranks, I’m into a bass. I pull the
9-pound schoolie over the kelp-covered rocks. So far so good, but now
I have to release it. I kick off my flip-flops and throw them a few feet
above the waterline. I roll up my pants and step over the rocks and kelp
in my bare feet, but the next wave soaks me to my backside. The bass
is successfully released, but now my arms are soaked up to my elbows.

The water is cold, but the fish continue to blitz. I make another cast
with the Ava jig, and I immediately hook up, then again, and again. I
must look like a spectacle out there, standing barefoot in a tidal pool in
street clothes, getting drenched by a wave every so often. A couple of
tourists visiting the lighthouse stop to take pictures of me fighting a fish.

An unknown number of hours later, my feet are numb from the cold
water. The air temperature is dropping quickly as the late October sun
sets. We will start losing light by 6 p.m.

The fish keep coming, but I’ve had enough. Somehow, I had at least
enough sense to pack a towel and dry sweatshirt in the Jeep. I put the
rod back in the holder and grab a camera to capture a few shots of some
very lucky surfcasters who ignored the no-fish-here reports and drove
to Montauk anyway.

We rush back home so I can get a hot shower. There is just enough
time to go for those steamers after all. <22
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It’s now the 11th week of the fall run. I’ve
used up almost all the hall passes and brownie
points from my wife. There’s a certain cranki-
ness in my demeanor that I blame on so many
blown-out trips, being a day late and a dollar
short on others, and a general lack of consistency
in the local fall runs over the last couple of years.

This is a “What have I got to lose?” kind of
trip. The boat is still in the water, there’s a light
wind and, most importantly, I’ve got some gas
in the tank, thanks to those previously canceled
trips. It’s just me today.

I clear the inlet to immediately find flocks
of birds working bait in multiple places. I'm
the proverbial kid in a candy store, as one blitz
looks better than the next. All of them feature
bass and blues on the surface, even a few albies.
I finally set my sights on a tremendous mess of

Veterans Day

birds and breaking fish just east of Washington
Shoal, a rocky hump between inner and outer
Shagwong reefs. It’s simply impossible to
lower a jig or fly into the water and get it back
without a fish. When I tire from the bass, I try
my luck flipping epoxy jigs for albies. This is
pointless because a large bluefish intercepts
them every time.

After a siesta and as the tide turns, the blitzing
continues, but now it’s even more intense and
widespread. At times, I’m driving through good
schools of breaking fish to get to even thicker
schools of breaking fish. This is a definite no-no
as far as fishing etiquette is concerned, but on a
day like today, it doesn’t matter.

The light-tackle fleet consists of one or two
diehards and me, depending on how and when
you do the counting. Everybody else is either

out of the water, fishing back west, or off to
more exotic places.

I finally put the rod down and pop open a Diet
Coke. I dig around the cockpit for that bag of
stale pretzels I remember seeing 2 weeks ago.
There is no reason to catch another fish, but it’s
too early to head home.

I’'m happy to just let the boat take me where
the wind and tide pleases. The soda washes
down the barely-edible pretzels as I watch the
Garmin sonar screen lit up from all the fish
below.

I wonder if the fall run is getting later now. I
wonder where all the fish under the boat began
their journey. Maine? Cape Cod? I wonder how
many more fishable days on the water I will get
before the dockmaster tells me that’s it, that I
absolutely, positively, must pull the boat.
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- Baking bread,
catching bluefish,
and the value of

trial and errvor.

STORY & PHOTOS
BY MICHAEL CARR

ishing rumors are the best. Texts and
calls interrupt workdays throughout
the season with tales of epic glory
if only you were there. Anglers in- b
vented FOMO. I don’t like the acronym any
more than I like the platforms on which it’s
popular, but if you’ve ever been interested in
fishing or even fish-curious, you understand
the fear of missing out.

In my ninth-grade English classes, I have
a little box at the front of the room where
each student is expected to deposit his or her
cellphone. Throughout our time together,
the phones repeatedly buzz, and I can only
imagine what this generation of kids must be
feeling as their lives whizz by at the speed of
a text, snap, or post.
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Who doesn't love a good bluefish session?

Anglers love a scoop. We love to be in the know. And, like my
students, if we’ve developed a network of fellow travelers, we get
the goods on where it’s going off at any particular moment. Life,
responsibilities be damned, get here now.

On Friday, I texted Zach because I had heard a rumor via text
from an acquaintance. The rumor was that if I could get there early
enough and avoid the idiocy of a New Jersey canal, I might have
a shot at some monster bluefish that had set up residency around
an island in the channel. It was hearsay. I asked for photos and got
none. I asked for numbers and was scoffed at. I think this particular
tidbit was just one of those texts designed to torture me while I
was grading papers.

But, to my surprise, Zach responded with the same informa-
tion. He had pictures, and it turned out, a client who didn’t like to
fish in the rain. The weekend forecast was quite soggy, so a plan
began to form.

I went through the motions of Friday. Then Saturday came and
we celebrated my son’s birthday with a movie and dinner with his
buddies. It was a fun day all around. I hadn’t heard from Zach and
hadn’t really thought about the gators swimming in the river all
day. Then Zach texted, QuickChek. 4am. I got numbers. And just
like that, my Sunday got a little more exciting.



“The Blue House. He said to find the blue house, and that’s where
they’ll be,” Zach said giddily as we pulled out of the QuickChek lot pH q SW
with coffees and supplies for the morning. His friend Jack had found 5 E 05
the fish the day before, and unlike my stingy network of sadistic allies,
Jack had shared the numbers and the strategy.

“They’re really picky. Apparently, they were roaming in ones and
twos and if you didn’t hit them right on the head, they wouldn’t eat,”
Zach said. I sat with sleepy interest, wondering what the rest of the A
day might hold. IV T Y LIV E

We both had fly rods, but Zach had packed a full arsenal of spinning
gear as well. We wanted to catch the fish our way, but it was his only
day off in the height of guide season, so if they weren’t eating flies,
we were certainly going to feed them something. Rods would be bent
on the boat today.

On the drive south, we caught up about the doings of life, and he again
worked on convincing me that a trip to Block Island was long overdue.
I certainly agreed, though I had no idea when I was going to find the
time to add that to the growing list of family commitments. Somewhere
in between helping my oldest with his catcher’s crouch and helping
my youngest with a new Marvel Lego while working full-time trying
to help other people’s kids be their best selves, I wasn’t sure a jaunt
out to Block Island was in the cards. However, I’ve learned to never
say no until I absolutely have to. If I give in to the swirling anxieties
of life, it might just pass me by. So, yes, Zach, Block Island someday.

We made it south of Asbury but north of Atlantic City and found a

——
A long, lean backwater

bluefish caught with the help

of some friendly intel.

OTW | ANGLER’S ALMANAC 2025 97



Quality, Performance,

Innovation, Reliability.

MERCURY

MerCruiser

Contact your local dealer today
for sales, service and warranty.

Rex Marine
Norwalk, CT
(203) 866-5555
RexMarine.com

Buzzards Bay Yacht Sales
Cataumet, MA
(508) 563-7136
BuzzardsBayYacht.com

Kingman Yacht Center
Cataumet, MA
(508) 563-7136

KingmanYachtCenter.com

Macdougalls’ Cape Cod
Marine Service
Falmouth, MA
(508) 548-3146
Macdougalls.com

Millway Marina

Barnstable, MA

(508) 362-4904
MillwayMarina.com

FourStroke

Portables &
Mid-Range
Engines

Nauset Marine
Orleans, MA
(508) 255-0777
NausetMarine.com

Portside Marine
Danvers, MA
(978) 777-5727
PortsideMarine.us

% MERCURY

OTW | ANGLER’S ALMANAC 2025

deserted boat ramp. The Jet Skiers were hibernating, and conditions
seemed perfect on this particular piece of water because it was just cold
enough to keep the casual angler away. And, the breeze and overcast
weather was just right.

Twenty minutes later, Zach slowly idled the skiff toward the loca-
tion that was supposed to hold bluefish. The water temperature was 55
degrees. Bluefish in 55-degree water? Surely someone was deep-faking
us—it had to be the work of AI. We were both convinced that there
were no bluefish in water this cold, but we went ahead and cast anyway.

I'love striped bass. They’re my favorite fish to catch with a rod and
reel. I will always have a deep affinity for the nobility of a striper
fight—head shakes and runs, tail whacks and thrown hooks, chaos
near the boat. For me, they’re everything but, man, do I love a good
bluefish session.

Bluefish are scrappers, brawlers, biters, and nasty yellow-eyed
predators. Their teeth are razor-sharp, and they flail and jump like
electric eels. Once boatside, they tend to try everything in their power
to become unhooked. They’re spastic and acrobatic, and such fun on
conventional gear. They’re exhilarating on a fly rod.

Zach cast a jumpin minnow as an opening salvo while I threw a
jerkbait. Within five casts, my submerged bait was eaten, and I was
hooked up to a hard-running bluefish that pulled drag and would not
quit until it was exhausted. It was a good way to wake up, and it wasn’t
even fully light yet.

We changed both rods to submerged swimbaits and proceeded to
catch three more angry blues before putting down the spin gear and
picking up the fly rods. By then, Zach had Facetimed his buddy, Jack.

“You in front of the blue house?”” Jack asked.

Zach turned the camera and showed him the blue roof a few hundred
yards away. Everything was setting up exactly right and there were no
other boats around. We had the honey hole all to ourselves.

Fly fishing in salt water, when not sight-fishing, is usually not too
difficult once you’ve mastered the cast. The leaders tend to be short
and the rods tend to be fast. The lines are often heavy, and the flies
bulky. Many times, I'm lobbing more than casting because fish are
either breaking or feeding right below me.

After spending the better part of an hour watching big bluefish
explode on plastic baits, the expectations for a fly to get eaten tend
to be very high. If I can get the fly in front of them, they’re probably
going to eat it. The water was relatively clear and shallow. I threw an
intermediate line with the same white-profile fly as the plastic bait
that had just worked. After a while, I changed retrieves; so did Zach.
Then we changed flies. We changed flies again. We moved the boat.
We tried poppers, then threw giant Beast Fleyes. Zach picked up the
spin rod, took two casts, and caught another fish. Suffice it to say, we
were both flummoxed.

Striped bass are picky. Bonito are nearly impossible. False albacore
eat only what’s right in front of them, but bluefish? Bluefish are vora-
cious feeders. If they miss a bait, they come back and bite it again.
They see something, they eat it. So, what were these bluefish doing?

We stayed locked on the flat in front of the blue house. There were
some kayak anglers around, but none seemed completely dialed in.
There were no other boats. We worried that if we moved from our spot,
somebody would sneak in and be in the catbird seat. So, we stayed
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Bread-making, like fishing, takes some trial and error, and patience to spare, but eventually,
it all comes together.

and tried flies again, and again, and again. I
finally put down the fly rod, picked up the spin
rod, and caught another fish. Now, we were
justirritated. Why wouldn’t they eat our flies?

Years ago, I found myself on Horseshoe
Shoal between Nantucket and Martha’s Vine-
yard. I was a green angler, not a great caster,
and I was with a patient captain who’d agreed
to take me after what he called “Crawcs” in his
thick Massachusetts brogue, because croco-
diles grow larger than alligators.

We set up on a rip near the shoal and it was
there I first learned the bait-and-switch game
with a fly rod. One angler casts a hookless
plug and the other waits for the toilet flush on
the lure to cast the fly. It’s one of the most fun
things you can do with a fly rod, but if you
don’t know what you’re doing, it’s really hard.

Phil, the captain, cast the jumpin minnow
out, and I held my cast until it was within
range. Then, a sea monster destroyed the
plug, and I heard him shout, “Drop your fly!”
I did as instructed while he yanked the plug
away. “Strip! Strip!” he shouted, and I pulled
quickly —too quickly, actually. I ripped the fly
right out of the water and away from the angry
bluefish’s jaws. However, the cast was good
and Phil made sure to point that out.
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Throughout the day, I got better and bet-
ter. I began to catch fish. He helped me with
the mechanics of the cast. That was the day
I really became intrigued by all the things I
could learn, both on the water and off, when
I’m patient enough to take a few minutes and
be embarrassed. It was the same way I learned
to bake bread.

If you want to become a good fly-caster,
you have to practice. If you want to bake
bread well (particularly sourdough bread),
you have to mess up a lot and be embarrassed
at family gatherings. In my younger years, I
would have bailed on bread, and I did let my
casting lapse, but age and child-rearing has
instilled the satisfaction of patience. If you
really want to learn how to do something,
learn it for yourself, not because someone
else is forcing you. Phil let me learn how to
catch bluefish with a gentle guiding hand.
With bread, it was YouTube, and trial and
error. I killed a lot of sourdough starter and
made some bad loaves, but one day, like a fly
cast, everything worked. The bread came out
like it was supposed to, and it tasted like it
was supposed to. For me, there is no end to
learning. I thought about that while Zach and
I were idling over that bluefish flat.

I had two loaves proofing at home for bak-

ing that afternoon. I love to have fresh bread
in the house. And, no, this wasn’t a COVID
hobby. It appeared afterward, and I haven’t
looked back. I thought of what we learned that
day on the flat. The fish seemed to want to eat
only when they were charged up and chasing,
so I opened Zach’s tackle box. Sure enough,
he had a hookless plug.

“We’re going to get one on the teaser. It’s
going to happen,” I said, full of confidence.

Zach, always positive himself, replied,
“Let’s go!”

He set up on the front of the boat with his
fly rod at the ready. I cast the hookless teaser
from the back. Three, four casts, but no love.
Then, on the fifth cast, there was a follow and a
blue smacked the teaser high up in the air. Zach
placed a perfect cast at the boil and stripped
in, but the fish didn’t cooperate. We were on
to something. I set up again this time, firing
the plug as far as I could cast toward shore and
the blue house. I walked that minnow slowly,
making sure that the wake and the rattle were
enticing. Fifty feet from the boat, a bluefish
annihilated the plug, and Zach placed a perfect
cast. Two strips later, the bluefish was on. We
had done it.

There is no picture of Zach’s triumph that
day. There are none of us smiling with our fly
rods in grip-and-grin euphoria. The ones you
see are only spin shots. Fine, but not what we
wanted to do that day. We were thankful, but
like eating a plate of Brussel sprouts instead
of buffalo wings, we weren’t fully satisfied.

Zach’s fish broke off shortly after he hooked
up. It swam down to the briny flat with a Hol-
low Fleye in its jaw. The hook will eventually
rust out, but he can show his angry buddies
what a piercing looks like. We tried and failed
a few more times to tease up a fly-rod fish, but
to no avail. We eventually ran out of time and
high-tailed it back to the ramp. We learned a
lot that day and Zach has since brought clients
to the Blue House Flat, as we have dubbed it.

We said our goodbyes later that day in the
QuickChek lot and I promised Zach a loaf of
bread in the future. It started to rain—the same
rain that had driven his client back to bed the
night before.

As the fishing season wears on, I appreci-
ate the misty days of frustration and learning
almost as much as I appreciate Chamber of
Commerce days. It’s the allure of the sport. It’s
why when we get the texts, hear the rumors,
or chase the phantom bites. We’re always
rewarded in one way or another. <2



OTW | ANGLER’S ALMANAC 2025 101




Up close and personal with
“the Porsche of the sea.”




- Sharks,

Science,

¢ Fishermen

The Atlantic Shark Institute’s collaborative work in shark
research is shedding new light on the apex predators of
our Northeast salt waters.

or centuries, sharks have inspired a mixture of awe,
fear, and respect. Their sleek bodies cutting through
oceans with prehistoric elegance, along with their
size and predatory nature, demand respect from
folks living on the New England coastline. Every summer,
shark-themed decorations can be seen throughout coastal
towns, networks share shark-related stories, and you’ll find
many ocean lovers going “shark crazy”. For anglers, though,
the relationship with sharks can be very different. For some,
the presence of sharks in open water adds an extra challenge
to successfully landing a fish; for others, it is fascinating to

STORY & PHOTOS BY TOMAS KOECK

see these large ocean predators up close.

Despite appearing widespread at times, many shark spe-
cies in New England are declining in population and face
numerous threats. The shortfin mako shark population, for
example, has declined as much as 80% since 1970, according
to estimates. Recognizing this issue, Jon Dodd, a lifelong
angler and marine biologist, founded the Atlantic Shark
Institute (ASI) to build a bridge between commercial fish-
ing and shark researchers. This partnership aims to improve
scientific understanding and better management of sharks in
the Atlantic Ocean.




Founding the Atlantic Shark
Institute: A Collaboration Between

Fishermen and Scientists

Dodd is a proud Rhode Islander, conservation-
ist, and outdoorsman. He graduated from the
University of Rhode Island in marine biology,
and has been fascinated with the ocean since
he was a child. His affinity for sharks began
when he and a friend found a large blue shark
swimming off Connecticut.

Dodd realized that the vast experience of
anglers could be harnessed for shark research.
Many sharks caught in fishing gear are con-
sidered “bycatch,” non-target species that are
inadvertently caught and released back into the
ocean. Instead of viewing these interactions
solely as problematic, Dodd saw an opportunity.
He proposed that commercial fishermen and
biologists work together to tag and study these
accidentally-caught sharks, creating a collabo-
ration between two often-opposing groups: the
fishing industry and scientists/biologists.

A visit to a commercial fisherman friend
began the process of creating partnerships with
commercial anglers in the Rhode Island and
greater New England area. Jon slowly created
relationships with boat captains, one by one,
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until he had a network of fishermen aiding in
shark research.

“It is invaluable to have eyes and ears on the
water in a collaborative way,” Dodd says. ASI
benefits the fishermen by producing good data.
Good reporting leads to good decision-making
that makes the resource safe and sustainable for
everyone on the water.

Thus, ASI was born, with a mission to con-
duct cutting-edge shark research while forging
partnerships between commercial fishermen and
marine biologists. The heart of this initiative
is ASI’s Shark Tagging Program that partners
commercial fishing vessels with satellite and
acoustic tags. When fishermen accidentally
catch sharks, they can tag and release them,
providing valuable data on their migration,
behavior, and population health.

Bringing Fishermen and
Scientists Together for

Shark Research

The key to ASI’s success lies in its simple
yet innovative model: integrating commercial
fishermen into shark research. Fishermen, who
have years of experience navigating the Atlantic
and often encounter sharks as bycatch, are ideal

partners. By training them to properly identify,
handle, tag, and release sharks, ASI turns what
might have been a lost opportunity into an in-
valuable scientific contribution.

Fishermen are uniquely positioned to help
with shark research. They are out at sea for
days, sometimes weeks at a time, traversing
waters that are difficult for scientists to access
regularly. By partnering with fishermen, ASI
gains access to these remote areas and ensures a
consistent data flow. Each tagged shark provides
scientists with crucial insights into species diver-
sity, density, fine-scale movements, broad-scale
movements, and the risks different species face.

“We’re in the same ocean,” Dodd explains,
“and both scientists and fishermen care about
its health. By working together, we can better
understand sharks and the role they play in
maintaining that balance.”

Shark Species Studied by the
Atlantic Shark Institute

ASI focuses on a variety of shark species, each
with its own unique ecological role and con-
servation status. Some of the species regularly
studied include the great white shark, mako,
thresher, blue, porbeagle, and sand tiger.



Dodd and his team at ASI believe
collaboration between anglers who
catch sharks, and scientists who study
them, is essential to maintaining
healthy, balanced shark populations.

Great White Shark

(Carcharodon carcharias)

Perhaps the most iconic shark species, the great
white shark is a top predator in the Atlantic
Ocean. Growing up to 20 feet in length, they
have been known to migrate long distances,
from the coastlines of North America to the wa-
ters of the mid-Atlantic. Despite their fearsome
reputation, great white sharks are vulnerable to
human activity, especially bycatch and habitat
loss. Through tagging programs, ASI tracks their
migration routes and studies how they interact
with their environment, helping ensure the future
health and sustainability of the species as well
as reducing potential conflicts between humans
and sharks.

Mako Shark

(Isurus oxyrinchus)

A shark that Jon dubs “the Porsche of the sea,”
the shortfin mako is the fastest and perhaps most
agile shark in the world, capable of reaching
speeds of up to 45 miles per hour. Their speed
makes them formidable hunters, often preying
on fish such as tuna and swordfish. However,
their status as a prized gamefish has put them
under significant pressure from both recreational
and commercial fishing. AST’s research on mako

sharks focuses on understanding their migra-
tion patterns and population dynamics, which
is crucial for developing effective conservation
strategies.

Thresher Shark

(Alopias vulpinus)

Easily identifiable by its long, whip-like tail, a
thresher shark is a solitary hunter that uses its
tail to stun prey. While they are less frequently
encountered than some other shark species, they
are still susceptible to being caught in fishing
gear. ASI’s work with thresher sharks involves
studying their unique hunting behaviors and
migration patterns, as well as assessing their
vulnerability to fishing pressures.

Blue Shark

(Prionace glauca)
The blue shark is known for its strikingly slender
body and vibrant blue coloration. Their swim-
ming behavior greatly differs from other pelagic
species, appearing almost rubbery in the water.
They are highly migratory and are found in
temperate and tropical waters around the world,
including the Atlantic. While their population is
relatively healthy, they are frequently caught as
bycatch due to their wide-ranging habitat and

curious nature. ASI’s tagging program provides
data on blue sharks’ movement, which can help
minimize bycatch by educating fishermen on
avoiding areas where they are most commonly
encountered.

Sand Tiger Shark

(Carcharhinus plumbeus)

The sand tiger shark prefers shallow water and
is occasionally encountered by commercial
and recreational fishermen. They are slow to
reproduce, making them especially vulnerable
to population decline. ASI’s work with sand tiger
sharks aims to protect critical habitat, assess
population status, and review their accidental
capture in fishing gear.

Porbeagle Shark

(Lamna nasus)

A species of mackerel shark, the porbeagle
is occasionally dubbed as a “miniature white
shark” because it has a similar shape but is much
smaller (growing to a length of 10 feet). Their
range extends up into the northern Atlantic ocean
and they tend to favor cooler waters. Porbeagles
feed on bony fish and squid species, and like
almost all of the sharks that ASI studies, their
population is in decline.
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The ASI’s Shark Tagging Program
provides commercial fishermen e
with satellite and acoustic tags, ==
which reveal valuable data on

shark migration, behavior, and

population health.

The Importance of Shark
Research for Ocean Health

Sharks are referred to as the “apex predators” of
the ocean, meaning they are often at the top of
the food chain. As such, they can play a crucial
role in maintaining the balance of marine eco-
systems. By controlling the populations of other
species, they help prevent habitat degradation,
habitat destruction, overgrazing of seagrass
beds and coral reefs, and help maintain species
diversity and density, which are critical.
Unfortunately, sharks are among the most
threatened species in the ocean. Overfishing,
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bycatch, and habitat loss have all contributed to
the decline of many shark populations. The work
of organizations like ASI is vital to understand
how to reverse these trends.

Through its partnerships with commercial
fishermen and innovative research techniques,
ASI is helping ensure that sharks can continue
to fulfill their essential role in the ocean for
generations to come. Each shark researched
by ASI and its partners provides valuable data,
bringing scientists closer to understanding how
to protect these magnificent creatures.

As Dodd and his team at ASI continue their

iction, and
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work, one thing is clear: collaboration between
those who fish the waters and those who study
them is key to the future of shark conservation.
To Dodd, his message to anglers who want to be
involved can’t be any simpler: “We need you,
we want you, and the more people we involve,
the better our research will be.” Collaborating
with fishermen can considerably cut the amount
of time for a field season and is critical for
ASI to decrease the number of wasted days.
“To consistently have good days, you need to
have a consistent resource,” Dodd says, “Sus-
tainability is all of our responsibility.” <52







[he Bluefin
CALENDAR

Three captains break down the nearly nine- month
bluefin tuna season in the Northeast.

BY MATT HAEFENER

ver the course of a season, Northeast captains catch

bluefin from the edge of the continental shelf 70-

plus miles offshore to just off the beach, in clear

view of surfcasters. They catch them by trolling,
jigging, casting topwaters, and drifting live bait. By the time
the last captain washes down the boat after his final trip of the
year, nine months will have passed since the first captain broke
the inlet on an initial exploratory tuna trip.

The tuna season is a long one between Maine and New Jer-
sey, with the best approaches constantly evolving as the year
progresses. To help break it down, I spoke to some of the most
tuna-obsessed captains in the game to see how they stay on the
fish from beginning to end.




Jim Kuhl (left)
and Billy Hayes
with a New
Jersey bluefin.

CAPTAIN BILLY HAYES



When live bait isn’t readily
available, trolling ballyhoo is a
productive approach to hooking
the first bluefin of the season.

Billy Hayes
caught this giant
bluefin around
bunker schools
off New Jersey on
April 22, 2024.
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April & May: Finding the First One
For Captain Billy Hayes, self-proclaimed “tuna junkie”
from New Jersey, April is less about striped bass and
more about the race to be the first angler in the state to
wrangle a bluefin.

“During late April and early May, most of our fish are
feeding pretty close to the beach and they’re all giants, so
a big bait is important,” said Hayes.

According to Hayes, bluefin eat just about anything
they can find this time of year, whether it’s adult bunker,
bluefish, or even large striped bass in the early stages of
their own spring migration.

“Last year, we got our first fish on April 22 while fishing
around the bunker pods,” said Hayes. “It’s the earliest I
have ever caught one.”

If live bunker isn’t available, trolling ballyhoo is a pro-
ductive approach to hooking the first bluefin of the season
off New Jersey and western Long Island.

Like bunker, mackerel can also be a part of the early
season forage base off New Jersey, but they won’t be
pressed up along the beaches like bunker. “If you can find
enough mackerel to use for bait, that’s like gold around
here,” Hayes added. “We catch them on the wrecks and
fill up the livewell.” That tends to happen around mid-
May but, by then, he has his sights set on the soon-to-be
developing jig bite.

As Hayes is dropping his first jigs to tuna off New Jersey,
Captain Kevin Albohn of Blue Line Charters is chomping
at the bit to catch his first bluefin of the year. Albohn keeps
his finger on the pulse of the bluefin scene between Rhode
Island and New York City as the end of April approaches.
His season usually kicks off around the second week of
May, when bluefin tuna make their first appearances on



Kevin Albohn starts his tuna season by trolling, looking for wolf packs

of larger tuna in the waters south of Montauk.

the inshore and midshore grounds off Long
Island and Block Island.

“It’s ‘ghost hunting,” mainly,” said Albohn,
“but we’re out there looking because we all
want to catch the first fish of the year in our
respective regions.”

Ghost hunting south of Block Island
consists of much more than just scanning
the open ocean for a rogue bluefin. Albohn
notes that a ghost hunt requires a tight-knit
and trustworthy network of anglers, a fishing
log, and a comprehensive understanding of
fish movement relating to wind direction and
water temperatures.

Tagging efforts by scientists like Dr. Jeff
Kneebone of the Anderson Cabot Center for
Marine Life indicate that giant bluefin show
up off Block Island as early as mid- to late
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CAPTAIN KEVIN ALBOHN

This fall giant was landed on heavy-duty spinning gear designed for the job. It

measured 115 inches and was safely released after being revived using an LT

Marine swim hook.

April. Albohn still aims for May 15 to start his
tuna season, but he has come across bluefin
even earlier.

“Last year, we hooked a giant on May 7
while we were fluke fishing near Block,” he
said. “It’s fun to find tuna out there so early
but, generally, I prefer to let them set up and
establish themselves before we start to ac-
tively target them.”

Every spring is different, so Albohn recom-
mends referencing fishing logs from years past
because they will help develop patterns and
provide insight into areas where bluefin may
show. For example, one of his log entries from
May 17, 2019, referenced a hot jig bite; so,
on May 20, 2024, he ran south of Montauk
toward the 35-fathom line and was greeted
by nearly 100 whales—always a positive

sign of bait and tuna in the area. While he
didn’t catch a fish that day, he marked plenty.
When Albohn returned to the grounds south
of Montauk three days later, after letting the
fish “set up,” his crew landed 14 bluefin tuna
in a range of sizes.

“By May 26, we had consistent fish on
the troll off Montauk and Rhode Island,” he
said, “but there weren’t a ton of them. We
were generally trolling over 150- to 180-foot
depths, hoping to find a wolfpack of two to
five 70-inch-class tuna, so it was hard to track
them. That’s why we keep a log and stay in
constant communication with our network.”

Albohn insists that water temperatures
are also a primary factor during the first few
weeks of the bluefin season in southern New
England. “If we see warm water between 60
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CAPTAIN ALEX RIDGWAY

When tuna are hanging deep, eating sand eels in summer, it's tough to beat a metal jig or RonZ

dropped right to the bottom.

and 62 degrees off New Jersey or coming out
of the Hudson Canyon, we’ll give it a shot,”
he said. However, the skipper maintains that
a healthy forage base is of utmost importance.

In May, when water temperatures reach
the low 60s, those giant bluefin tend to cruise

around on top pursuing mackerel, squid,
sand eels, bunker, bluefish, and even striped
bass. Much like the giant bluefin of late fall,
these fish feed on just about anything they
can inhale.

As water temperatures continue to climb
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throughout May, Albohn recommends pay-
ing close attention to the movements of the
commercial fishing fleet. This is where having
a good network of captains and fellow recre-
ational anglers comes into play. “We’ll set up
a trolling plan with a few other boats to cover
large swaths of water and head out toward the
temperature breaks, making huge loops while
keeping an eye on the commercial boats,”
he noted. Giant bluefin are clever enough to
follow the draggers for easy meals, and by
covering a vast area with a system of buddy
boats, Albohn can better pinpoint where those
bluefin are likely to feed.

Around this time in Massachusetts, Captain
Alex Ridgway of Cape Cod Offshore is start-
ing to get the tuna itch. By the end of May,
Ridgway’s tuna season is underway. Like
Albohn, he starts by exploring south of the
islands and, depending on the year, east of
Cape Cod, in search of bait. “Usually, the bait
we find out east is sand eels, and when there
are whales with them, we spend some time
looking around,” said Ridgway. “We might
mark one big fish or see a few giants break the
surface in the distance, which, along with the
presence of marine mammals, indicates that




a bite could be forming.”

In New Jersey, smaller fish begin to head to the midshore grounds
from the edge in May; according to Hayes, they are usually feeding
on piles of sand eels. Last year, he began to venture further from shore
around May 10 and, sure enough, whales and bait were there, with the
tuna lagging not far behind. By early June, he and fellow New Jersey
“tuna junkies” Jim and James Kuhl were catching midsize tuna on the
midshore grounds on jigs, and occasionally on poppers.

June: Spread Out but Settling In

In early June, Albohn begins making runs to the canyons in search of
a smaller class of fish. From Rhode Island to Montauk, squid make
a strong showing each spring, so he makes it a point to stop and jig
some up for the livewell before heading offshore. By the third week
of June, bluefin under 50 inches move within a more reasonable range.
“Those smaller bluefin are the last ones to come inshore, and when
they do, we start to see a mixed range of sizes settle in close to home.”

It’s a similar story off Cape Cod. Come mid-June, with warmer water
and an established forage base, Ridgway said bluefin of all sizes start
piling in to feed, but the challenge is locating those feeding grounds.

“Every year we see different classes of bluefin early on,” he said.
“A few years back, it was all 40-inch-class fish off the Cape and now
it’s all 60s.”

It’s possible that those are the same fish that have since matured
and grown, but according to Ridgway, 40-inchers east of Cape has
been a rarer occurrence in recent seasons. “South of the islands, we
see some of those smaller, sub-40-inch fish, but we almost never run
into them east or northeast of the Cape.”

When the sand eels settle in east of Cape Cod in June, they don’t
move around much. The feeds can be incredible because the fish stay
on the surface. When that happens, Ridgway cruises toward the melee
at just over 5 knots. Keeping a low RPM allows his crew to get off

At some point in June, Ridgway
says the tuna will pile into Cape
Cod waters to feed heavily, but
where that happens can vary
greatly from year to year.
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NO MATTER THE CHALLENGES,
NO MATTER THE CONDITIONS.

NHANCED BODY TECHNOLOGY

STRONGER - SMOOTHER - THINNER
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Throughout the season, whenever tuna ™

are feeding on top, stickbaits are a go-to
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a few good casts without spooking the fish.

He has at least six spinning rods rigged
and ready with a variety of offerings to de-
cipher what those sandeel-gorging tuna are
most likely to respond to. Some of his most
productive lures are olive-colored, tuna-grade
epoxy-style jigs, natural-colored Hogy Pro
Tails, slider-style stickbaits, and the Siren
Antidote 130 in the sand-eel pattern. If the
fish are staying up, as they tend to do when
feeding on sand eels, Ridgway says they’ll
cast poppers, too, but only if they’ve already
caught at least one fish. When surface feeds
subside, he arms his crews with jigging rods
rigged with RonZs.

Around late June, Ridgway’s search for
Cape Cod bluefin expands. The fish, which are
still migrating through the end of the month,
spread out as more forage, like large schools
of Atlantic mackerel, become available.

Off Rhode Island, Albohn focuses more on
the troll than on jigging and popping in the

—
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early part of June. “Once the little fish settle
in and surface temperatures warm up, they
sit at the thermocline and we can get them
more reliably,” he said. “We’ll be marking
them high enough that you can raise them by
trolling, and sometimes with poppers because
they’re within 50 to 100 feet of the surface.”
However, Albohn likes to let the June full
moon pass before whipping out the jigs and
poppers. “There’s a lot of fish movement
around the June full moon; after that, bluefin
tend to come in closer to Block and that’s
when the jig bite will begin,” he said.

Down in Jersey, once the June full moon
passes, Billy Hayes starts to find yellowfin
tuna mixing in with bluefin and porpoises.
By then, he can reliably jig and pop from the
inshore to midshore grounds through July and
August, and even into September. There are
exceptions to the jig-and-pop bite, though.
In recent years, bluefin have been coming
inshore to places like Monster Ledge to fuel
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up on squid before they begin migrating back
toward the canyons in search of favorable
water conditions and, of course, more food.

July: Watching the Wind

for Summer Patterns

With summer comes warmer weather, settled
seas, and a vast expansion of the areas and
depths where bluefin may be feeding. To
pinpoint the most probable productive areas,
Ridgway recommends doing daily research.
“We’re constantly looking at temperature
and chlorophyll charts in an effort to judge
where the fish might be,” he said. “Maybe
they’ll line up on the temperature breaks or
they might be where there’s clean water and
an abundance of bait.”

Last year, Ridgway found bluefin feeding
on schools of mackerel northeast of Cape Cod
in the summer, while during the same week in
2023, the fish were on sand eels south and east
of Nantucket. The tuna are constantly moving,

“There’s a lot of fish movement around the June full moon; after that, bluefin
tend to come in closer to Block and that’s when the jig bite will begin.”
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In mid-summer, when small and large bluefin mix together, Albohn finds that
a RonZ jigged slowly along the bottom tempts the 60-inch-class bluefin.

but by July and August, he is usually able to develop week-
to-week patterns—as long as sea and weather conditions
remain relatively stable. A few days of sustained onshore
winds out of the east or southeast can choke up the water with
seaweed, sending smaller, recreational-class tuna packing.

By early July, the jig-and-pop bite is on in Rhode Island,
and larger, more concentrated schools become easier to
locate. “At that point, we’re seeing fish in the mid-30- to
65-inch class,” Albohn said. “We approach the bigger fish
by ‘fluke jigging,” slowly working something like a RonZ
near the bottom.” At the same time, he noted that smaller fish
in the mid-30- to 40-inch class can be caught speed jigging.
August: Adjusting to
Fishing Pressure
In August, clean water and a rich forage base are of utmost
importance if the bluefin are to stick around. “We don’t
really see bluefin leave the area from Montauk to Block
Island; instead, they become mixed in with the yellowfin,”
said Albohn. Unlike yellowfin tuna, bluefin have a higher
tolerance for dirty or cool water. If there is a food source,
they will stick around, and that holds true for the late season
bite off New York City as well. “Come late August, when
there are a lot of yellows in warm water, the bluefin thin out
and head toward Cape Cod, as far east as Chatham, then they
make their way back toward the Dump. One strong northeast
blow is all it takes to bring them back.”

During late August and early September, fishing pres-
sure is at its peak, so continuing to produce results requires
some creativity. Albohn recommends using a clear popper
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fishing for recreational
tuna on Cape Cod winds down
in late October, giants are

i ecember. Here, Ed
Acton battles a mid-November
100-incher off Chatham.

or stickbait to give the illusion of a school of
small baitfish. He says it works wonders when
even the yellowfin grow finicky. “You can
pull a 60-inch-plus bluefin from beneath those
yellows,” he said. “Getting the bite requires
using a 20-foot length of 60- to 80-pound-
test leader. In my opinion, it’s better to go
long and heavy than light and short.” Albohn
suggests using electronics to see what the fish
are doing, what they are or are not responding
to, then making an educated guess as to what
they’re going to eat.

September and October:
Baitfish Buffet

Albohn insists that September is the best
month to be a bluefin tuna fisherman and a
guide. Bluefin can be caught on chunks, jigs,
poppers and, best of all, September usually
brings good sea and weather conditions to
Rhode Island. “September is great. Giants
start showing up again in decent numbers
so we don’t have to troll anymore. I’d rather
be jigging, especially with clients, because
anyone can do it. I can mark a few tuna, tell a
new tuna fisherman to drop a jig to 90 feet and,
boom, he’s on. For me, as a captain, there’s
nothing better.”

Early fall on Cape Cod tends to be an exten-
sion of the summer bluefin patterns. There are
almost always sand eels, but in late Septem-
ber, as more and different baitfish arrive, the
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bite will change.

Ridgway referred to fall 2024 as the year of
the halfbeak (Atlantic saury), while two years
earlier, it was a butterfish bonanza. “This past
season, we had halfbeaks everywhere. From
late September into early October, we found
them south of the islands by the windmills.
They were spread up and down the back side
of the Cape to the south end of Stellwagen
Bank and into lower Cape Cod Bay, and as
far west as the Cape Cod Canal, where tuna
were feeding in as little as 50 to 60 feet of
water,” he said. “There were almost too many
halfbeaks to keep the tuna in one area, so it
was difficult to develop a pattern from day
to day.”

Halfbeaks are fast-moving fish, but they are
tuna candy. “We can mark clouds of sand eels
and the tuna will still be up on top chasing
a smaller school of ‘beaks,” Ridgway said.
While halfbeak surface feeds are a spec-
tacle to behold, properly presenting a lure to
saury-slaying tunas can be a challenge. “You
need to gauge which direction they’re being
chased and get ahead of the school, which
is difficult to do at a low RPM. The most
important part of fishing around halfbeaks is
to have your lure going in the same direction
they are moving and to fish the edges of the
school.” Ideally, your lure will stand out as a
straggler—a vulnerable fish that lost its way
in the mayhem of the chase, and that’s when

the strike will come.

In the fall, Ridgway keeps an array of lures
on board that closely resemble the color and
profile of sauries. The Siren Sorry Charlie
or Deep Seductress 155 and 4-ounce, 6-inch
tuna-grade epoxy jigs in blue, silver, and
purple are mainstays on halfbeak years, but
that changes when butterfish are the predomi-
nant baitfish.

A steady northeast wind in September usu-
ally pushes butterfish in from offshore. “They
come in with the weeds, so it’s a blessing and
acurse,” Ridgway chuckled. When butterfish
show up in Albohn’s home waters during the
fall, it can ignite the chunk bite, but Ridg-
way maintains an artificial approach on the
Cape. “When the butters are in, we reach for
small stickbaits, 5}2-inch Hogy Pro Tails,
larger JoeBaggs Peanut Resin jigs, and the
Hogy Slider.” Unlike sauries, butterfish are
deep-bodied and slow-moving, so it’s easier
to stay on the bite for a few days, assuming
conditions remain stable and shifting winds
don’t push them out.

November: Butterballs
in New York Bight

The Cape Cod tuna season starts to wind down
by late October/early November, although
giants hang around well into December.
Typically, the smaller, recreational-class fish
have mainly moved on when the calendar hits



November.

“In 2023, there was a good pogy/bunker
bite with mixed-size classes of tuna south of
Martha’s Vineyard in late October, and after
that, we were done,” Ridgway noted. “Yet,
the year before, we had bluefin feeding on
butterfish through Thanksgiving. You never
really know when it’s going to end, so we
just use the information we gather through
research and our network of five or six buddy
boats.”

As bluefin depart New England waters,
anglers in Long Island and New Jersey still
have what’s become the best bite of the year
to look forward to.

“The tail end of our tuna season starts
in November when the bunker are moving
through, so the fishing is just insane,” said
Hayes. It’s his favorite time to be a bluefin
tuna fisherman.

“Fish are everywhere you look, and in
multiple sizes,” Hayes continued. “We’ll be
casting into feeds full of 60-inch-class fish,
only to have giants pop up a second later.”
Hayes, who relishes the opportunity to tangle
with a giant bluefin on spinning gear, enjoys
the game of bluefin roulette.

Trolling ballyhoo is still an option, as is
fishing with live bunker, but Hayes’ preferred
approach doesn’t waver from the spring.
“We strictly cast lures, like 8-inch straight
tails from No Live Bait Needed, into active
feeds.” The larger profile is a good match for
the mature bunker the bluefin are feeding on,

When bunker I‘l'IO\.I
through New Jersey i
November, Hayes says

the bluefin fishing breaks
wide open, presenting

opportunities to target
them close to shore with
spinning tackle.

CAPTAIN BILLY HAYES
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After beginning the New York
and New Jersey tuna seasons in
April and early May, Hayes and
Albohn keep hunting bluefin
until almost Christmas.

and it’s not far off from the slender profile of
adult sand eels, which tend to appear around
the same time as the menhaden. Hayes focuses
on making well-timed, accurate casts with a
lure large enough that it won’t go unnoticed
when presented properly.

December:

Final Crew Calls

By mid-November, the fish are feeding in
shallow water within sight of sand and
will continue to do so into December.
Recreational-sized fish will continue their
journey, following the bunker pods down
the New Jersey coast, and Hayes will follow

se SUIEDISH PIMPLE
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CAPTAIN BILLY HAYES

g

them as far south as the Atlantic City Reef
until mid-December. “If the fish are stick-
ing around, we’ll stay in the water until just
before Christmas to catch the tail end of the
biomass,” Hayes said.

Albohn, who shifts his home port to
western Long Island in the late fall, does
the same —as long as he has a willing crew.
“Even if the fish are there, the hardest part
about tuna fishing in December is getting
enough guys to go,” he said. A few years
back, he caught tuna the day before Christ-
mas Eve just outside New York City. “It was
cold as hell and snowed three inches, but we
had tuna feeds all day.”

And so ends the May-December relation-
ship with bluefin tuna in the Northeast.
After that, captains have four months to
service tackle, respool reels, restock lures,
and prep for another year of bluefin tuna

fishing. <2
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Soft-Plastic Replacements

FOR LIVE BAIT

Fine-tuned soft-plastic tactics are

deadly alternatives to bunker and eels.

BY CHRIS MEGAN

pull back the throttles briefly to admire the early-
summer sun rising over Monomoy before motoring
the Skeeter SX2550 toward the building rips extending
off the tip of the island. Once upon a time, I would
have never made this trip without a bucket of eels tucked
into a stern corner but, today, no eels will be harmed in
the making of this episode of On The Water’s Angling
Adventures. Instead, the rods are rigged with a variety of
soft plastics, baits designed to fish everywhere from the
surface to the bottom.
I’ve gained a new appreciation for soft plastics over
the last few seasons, especially while fishing with some
of the striper coast’s sharpest captains and seeing how
they make the most of these versatile striper lures.
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Brian Coombs chooses lures
designed to get down and
get a striper's attention
quickly, before the school
moves out of range.

Running and Gunning
with Paddletails

Bait Replaced: Live Bunker
Lures: Al Gag’s Whip-It Fish, Z-Man DieZel Minnow

Boston’s best big-striper fishing is fueled by an abundance
of Atlantic menhaden. I’ve had many memorable trips in
that “dirty water,” and almost all of them began with making
bait. That was not so on my first time fishing with Captain
Brian Coombs of Get Tight Sportfishing Charters. We set out
past the harbor islands, with Brian locked on his electronics,
looking for schools of what he calls “pelagic stripers.” These
groups of big fish roam through the middle of the water
column, hunting bait over water as deep as 100 feet. They
move quickly, and getting on them requires coordination
between the captain at the helm and the angler on the bow.

His preferred bait is the Al Gags Whip-It fish, a deep-
bodied soft-plastic paddletail rigged on a jighead. To add
action and bulk to the lure, Coombs adds a silicone skirt to
the jighead.

I was surprised at the jighead’s weight, considering the
bass could be within 10 feet of the surface. The reason Brian
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opts for 2- and 3-ounce heads is for casting dis-
tance and so that the lure sinks quickly to getin
front of fast-moving fish before they are gone.

Once an accurate cast has been made, the
retrieve is aggressive. Brian wants the paddle-
tail to look like a panicked bunker fleeing from
the striper school. He adjusts the retrieve speed
based on how the fish react, but a moderate-fast
retrieve often gets the bite. When a 30-pound
bass hits one of those quick-moving paddle-
tails, it nearly wrenches the rod out of my
hands.

In a morning of running and gunning with
the heavy paddletails, Brian and I caught fish
to 40 pounds, and I began thinking of all the
other places where this approach would work.
Anywhere schools of stripers cruise through
open water in search of bunker, such as Cape
Cod Bay, Narragansett Bay, the South Shore of
Long Island, and off New Jersey, the combina-
tion of side-scanning sonar and fast-sinking
soft-plastic paddletails means an exciting day
of fishing.

Deep Drifting with Long,
Slender Stickbaits

Bait Replaced: Live Eels
Lures: JoeBaggs Block Island Eel, JoeBaggs Block
Island Patriot Fish, Gravity Tackle GT Eel

I’d never been to the legendary big-striper
grounds off Block Island without eels until
last summer with my good friend Captain
Joe Diorio. Years before, Joe and I had fished
Block Island from the middle of the night to
late morning, during which we caught bass
to 48 pounds while drifting eels over fish-
holding structure. For last summer’s trip, Joe
left the eels at the dock to show me the tactic
he’s been developing the past few seasons
that uses 11- to 14-inch-straight or paddletail
plastics instead of live bait.

As with Brian in Boston Harbor, Joe leans
on his electronics to find the fish, but that’s
where the similarities end. While the Boston
Harbor fish chased bunker through the middle
of the water column, at Block Island, they

Joe Diorio fishes long,
slender stickbaits with a
slow, finesse presentation
that's made them an
equal, if not superior,
alternative to live eels.

were hugging the bottom. Rather than run
and gun, Joe motored ahead of the bass and
drifted down on them, using long casts to keep
the lure in the strike zone longer.

The retrieves were subtle and slow, with
the occasional twitch. Joe didn’t bounce or
drag the bait along the bottom, but hovered
it, dangling it in front of the bass long enough
to trigger a strike. The long soft plastic, a Jo-
eBaggs Block Island Patriot Fish on a 1-ounce
jighead, undulated and kicked on the slow
retrieve, and the stripers couldn’t resist. While
it took me a few drifts to adjust to this finesse
approach, once I got the hang of it, I joined
Joe in hooking stripers to 40-plus-pounds.

The ability to control where the plastics are
in the water column and what they are doing
can often make them even more effective
than live eels. The key is finding the right size
jighead for the drift speed, which usually ends
up being between 3/4 and 2 ounces.

The same tactics Joe showed me at Block
Island have potential in Long Island Sound,
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Diorio uses between
a 3/4- and 2-ounce
jighead depending
on the current,
depth, and speed of
the drift.

at Race Point, around Raritan Bay, and anywhere that stripers set up
over structure in 10 to 50 feet of water.

Back to that morning at Monomoy, I pull up to the rip and keep
the boat barely in gear, holding its position so I can cast out a 7-inch
fluke-style plastic on a '2-ounce jighead behind the boat. With one
hand on the wheel and another holding the rod, I twitch the bait in
place, just ahead of the curl of the rip. Within seconds, a 32-inch pot-
bellied striper strikes, the force of the attack sending the fish halfway
out of the water. The rod bends and I release the throttle, allowing
the boat to drift back as I fight the fish, marveling at the versatility of
these lures. While I don’t think I’ll ever totally give up my eels or live
bunker, I’ll certainly use them less often, replacing
them with a growing arsenal of soft-plastic tactics

for big striped bass. =2 E ‘EE
Wiatch new episodes of On The Water’s Angling Adven- . :-I:E
tures on OTW’sYouTube Channel starting in February. E
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Circle Hooks for Eels

[

Captain Joe Diorio
recommends using

D hook for small
8/0 for
arge one:

e’re five years into the mandatory
circle hook regulations for striped
bass, and some fishermen are still

working out their favorites for certain baits.

If you spent all your striper-fishing years
before 2020 using J-hooks and swinging for
the fences when a striper ate your eel, the
last few seasons have been an adjustment.
Some anglers have abandoned eels altogether
due to circle hook frustration and eel price
inflation that has the slimy baits costing as
much as $3.50 apiece at some shops. How-
ever, eels are too effective not to use, so we
polled some of the striper coast’s dedicated
eel fishermen on their go-to hooks for this
essential striped bass bait.

For offering up eels to the heavyweight
bass of Block Island on three-way rigs or
weightless, Captain Joe Diorio ties on the
BKK Heavy Circle-SS, opting for 7/0 for
small eels and 8/0 for large.

Between his home waters off northern
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New Jersey and the winter big bass haven
near Chesapeake Bay, big bass guru Chuck
Many puts up hall-of-fame numbers aboard
his boat the Tyman thanks to eels. His go-to
hook hasn’t changed since he was already
using a compliant, inline circle hook before
the regulations went into effect. His hook is
an 8/0 Gamakatsu Red Inline. Chuck says
he likes a lighter hook so that the eel swims
better while slow-trolling or drifting.

Surfcaster, podcaster, and editor in chief
of Fishing Tackle Retailer and The Fishing
Wire, Toby Lapinski has two go-to circles,
depending on whether or not the eel he’s
throwing has a pulse. For dead eels, Toby
goes with a 10/0 Mustad 39944-bn—the
same hook he uses for chunking bunker.
For live eels, he likes a smaller 6/0 or 7/0
Gamakatsu Inline Octopus Circle.

Along the Elizabeth Islands of Massachu-
setts, OTW Publisher Chris Megan has been
casting eels to skinny-water stripers since the

BKK Heavy
Circle-SS

Mustad 39944-bn

r";/
\

Gamakatsu Inline

VMC 8386
Tournament 3X

mid-1990s. Since 2020, he’s been using the
VMC 8386 Tournament Circle Hook 3X
in the 5/0 size.

Regardless of which circle hook you
choose, it’s essential to ensure a bass turns
away with the bait before coming tight and
that you’ve reeled up all the slack from the
line before lifting the rod. A good technique
is to keep reeling until the drag begins to

slip. o2
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Craziest Catches of 2024

You never know what might bite when you wet a line in the Northeast.

New Jersey Thresher Shark
from Shore

For over 10 years, AJ Rotondella, a New Jersey
land-based shark-fishing guide for Apex An-
glers, has been setting out big baits along the
Garden State’s sand beaches. He and his clients

have hooked and landed sand tigers, sandbars
(brown sharks), and even bull sharks, but an
adult thresher shark had eluded him. On June
3, Rotondella hooked, landed, and released a
thresher with an estimated length of 12 feet
(from snout to tip of the tail).

The catch defied everything Rontondella
thought he knew about threshers, which tend
to feed on or near the surface on schools of
bunker. The massive fish devoured a 10-pound
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bluefish off the bottom just 45 minutes after he
used his drone to drop the bait. (Check your
state’s drone fishing regulations.)

“That’s why you’ve got to go and just put
your time in, because you never know when
something amazing might happen,” said Ro-
tondella.

Tiger Shark
on Cape Co

When Brendan Ryder set out his eels on a Cape
Cod beach one early August night, he was hop-
ing to catch a brown shark, but ended up spend-
ing four hours catching and releasing dogfish.
Finally, at 11:30 p.m., a much larger fish took
one of the eels, and after a 15-minute fight and

om Shore

a few aggressive runs against a locked-down
drag, Ryder and his friends found themselves
in the wash with a tiger shark.

The trio kept the shark at water’s edge,
snapped a few pictures, removed the hook,
and released it in short order. “The first four
trips of the year were slow,” said Ryder, who
makes a 2-hour, 30-minute drive to spend long
nights shark fishing on the beach. “This one
catch made all those slower outings worth it.”

Tarpon in the Rhode
Island Surf

In June while casting live eels from the rocky
Rhode Island shoreline, Thomas Czernik
hooked into a fish that fought different than

AJ ROTONDELLA/APEX ANGLERS
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Craziest Catches
of 2024

"

Camden Stride caught this red drum at Cape Cod’s Monomoy Rips.

a large striper. Armed with a 10-foot surf rod
and a reel spooled with 30-pound-test braid,
Czernik worked to tire the fish, which he esti-
mated took 30 minutes. When he finally got it
close enough to land, he was staring at a tarpon
that measured 70 inches.

Red Drum in the Rips
on Cape Cod

To salvage a slow day of tuna fishing, Captain
Sam Crafts of Take a Chance Charters piv-
oted to trolling through the rips off Monomoy
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Island. They found a rip with some life in it,
and Camden Stride, on his first saltwater fish-
ing trip, picked up the first rod that got a bite.
Crafts, fully expecting to see a striper at the
end of the line, was baffled when a red drum
surfaced near the boat with the white Rapala
X-Rap Deep Diver in its mouth.

“It was his first time fishing salt water, so
Camden had no idea why I was freaking out
at that moment,” Crafts chuckled.

Stride kept his catch, as red drum are prized
table fare and there are no recreational regulations

JARED STROBIE

Rich Mann (left) and his Martha’s Vineyard tarpon.

BRENDAN RYDER

Brendan Ryder (middle) and his surf-caught Cape Cod tiger shark.

for them in Massachusetts waters. The drum
taped out at 34 inches and weighed 12.65 pounds.

Tarpon on Marthas
Vineyard

On Sunday, September 15, the first night of the
Martha’s Vineyard Derby, Rich Mann, Tony
Dagostino, and Jared Strobie were fishing
fresh bait for bluefish and ended up catching a
72-inch tarpon instead. That made it the third
surf-caught tarpon in New England since Au-

gust 2023, «x2q
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Bucktail Trailers

happens when you add the fixin’s. Adding a trailer to a bucktail enhances the lure’s

! bucktail jig is like a hamburger. On its own, it can be perfectly fine, but some magic

action, slows its sink rate, and adds a splash of color while increasing the profile.
Here are some of the best options available to anglers today.

Pork Rind

A piece of cured pork skin, dyed a fish-
attracting color and cut into a long strip,
was the original trailer. It was first brought
to market by Allen Jones and Urban Sch-
reiner, developers of the original Uncle Josh
Pork Rinds. Fishermen now have several
options in the Northeast following a brief
period in the 2010s when Uncle Josh ceased
production.

PROS

® The most natural, fluid action of any trailer

* Durable enough to withstand dozens of
stripers and even bluefis),

* Reusable if properly stored

CONS

* Requires specialized storage

e Dries out if left on the hook between trips
e Limited color options

Uncle Josh Sea Strip

Buff’s Baits Tapered Pork Rind Trailers
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Synthetic Pork Rind

Cut into similar shapes as natural pork rinds,
synthetic trailers first gained popularity with
tube-and-worm trollers before catching on with
bucktail casters. While many are made in the
same shape as the Uncle Josh Sea Strip, some
are curled to give them additional action as the
jig moves. These are added to bucktails the
same way as natural pork rind, by pushing the
hook through the tip of the trailer and allow-
ing the bait to dangle off the bend of the hook.

PROS

» Wide range of colors and shapes
* Durable

» Will not dry out between trips

CONS
e Less action than natural materials

Captain Bruce’s
Otter Tails

Fat Cow Jig Strips



Hackle Feathers

Tying several hackle feathers to the hook shank of a bucktail creates a
permanent trailer. It has the fluid movements of a natural material, but
it won’t dry out like pork rind.

PROS CONS
* Natural action o Less durable than other materials
* Permanently attached to the jig

* Must s-v\jitch Jig to switch trailer CA N YO N R U N N E R

IMPROVE YOUR FISHING - IMPROVE YOUR SAFETY!

COACHING & INTELMEMBERSHIP Bl | 0,;Virtyal

antain!
'R Captains & Dozen Pro Captain

S&S Jigs Pro
Rockhopper
Bucktail « FREE Medical Training D

- 10,000+ W

Fishin

Soft-Plastic Curly Tail

The classic curly tail threaded onto a bucktail jig hook adds both bulk Temp
and action. More bulk means a slower sink rate, so anglers should take
that into account when choosing a curly tail.

Water Intel

PROS CONS

e Easily transported e Can be pulled down the hook
o Inexpensive by short-striking fish

e Widely available at tackle shops e Less action than natural

* Large variety of colors and sizes materials

e Less durable
. g bt N

Z-Man DoormatadorZ

*Honored to he Working with the Best Pro-Staff in the Business - and Excited
to Announce the Additions of “Primary Search” Sportfishing /Southern Region
& J&B Tackle/New England Region”

132-212-4445
www.canyonrunner.com

Kalin’s Magumbo Grub

Berkley PowerBait Saltwater Grub
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Hot Lures of 2025

E :very season, a few lures rise to the top as must-have baits. Sometimes, the demand

is so great that tackle shops can’t keep up, leaving anglers with the nagging feeling
that they should have shopped smarter before the season started. To help, we’re
anticipating the lures you won'’t want to be without when the fishing season ramps up.

Tuna Poppers K

The last few seasons have seen lots of surface-crashing tuna, one ' . \

of the ultimate thrills in our Northeast fishery. When making an
offshore run this season, make sure to have a few tuna poppers.

— /f/ Rapala Magnum Xplode

When smaller yellowfin and bluefin are eating tinier bait, a short RN

but sturdy popper like the 5-inch Rapala Magnum Xplode will \

generate big bites. When the tuna and the baits they’re eating are > J

bigger, a larger popper like the 6 2/3-inch Shimano Bomb Dip S Qﬁ Stickbaits

will set off surface explosions.

In 2024, surfcasters rediscovered the ef-
fectiveness of a straight-tailed, soft-plastic
stickbait, proving the lure du jour, like fashion,
is often cyclical. Expecting this trend to con-
tinue, if you fish the surf, stock up on thicker,
soft-plastic stickbaits like the Slug-Go and
Super Snax this winter.

For boat fishermen, a combination of
Slug-Go rising eel prices and circle-hook regulations
sent them seeking alternatives to live bait like

the Gravity Tackle GT Eel and JoeBaggs

Block Island Eel. Every year, more

“w%m anglers are discovering they can catch
plenty of big bass on these baits without

getting their hands slimy.

Super Snax

Gravity Tackle GT Eel
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Mullet Matcher

A strong return of the mullet run from New Jersey
all the way to Cape Cod had fishermen searching
for a close match to these cigar-sized baitfish in
2024.They found it with the Z-Man Mulletron, a
mirror image of a live mullet fitted with a thump-
ing tail that fishes well on slow and high-speed
retrieves. Since we expect the trend of improving =5
mullet runs to continue, this is a necessity for 2025.

Spro Power Bucktail

@h».“‘m o
,_-.,//’ .

Bucktail Jigs

The bucktail jig has been a must-have lure since its invention many decades ago, but a new wrinkle in 2025 has fishermen
looking for alternatives to long-held favorites. A shortage of quality deer tails forced a switchover to synthetic materi-

als for the iconic Andrus Jetty Caster in late 2023. Another local favorite, the Tinman Tackle Bullet Head Bucktail,
paused offering bucktails over 1 ounce because the tails needed to tie the dense, bushy jigs that make the lures popular
among surfcasters have also been difficult to obtain. Still available is the Spro Power Bucktail, which was designed with
a forward line tie for a cast-and-retrieve presentation and extra-dense bucktail hair for a slower sink rate.

Fast-Sinking Paddletails

The kicking, rollicking action of a soft-plastic
paddletail makes it a tough bait for stripers to pass
up. They’ve been go-to baits in the Cape Cod Ca-
nal since the introduction of the pre-rigged Swim
Shad. In recent years, Canal anglers have favored
deeper-bodied mackerel imitations, like the

3.5- and 5.5-ounce Fish Lab Mack Attack Soft
Swimbait, over slender sand-eel swimbaits that
were popular a few years ago. A bounce-back in
Canal bluefish in recent seasons led some
anglers to fish more durable plastic
paddletails, such as the Z-Man Diezel
Minnow paired with a 3-ounce or
heavier jighead like the Z-Man Z-Man Diezel Minnow

Diezel Eye.

Boat fishermen have also fa- P ———
vored fast-sinking paddletails when
running and gunning after schools of stripers in
open water, locating suspended schools with side-
scanning sonar and getting baits in front of the fish " -
before they move on. Favorites for this approach
are the 2- and 3-ounce Z-Man Diezel Eye jighead
and Diezel Minnow combo as well as the 2- and
3-ounce Al Gags Skirted Whip-It Fish.

Al Gag's Whip-lt Fish s
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Hot Lures of 2025

Rapala X-Rap Saltwater '

Fast-Moving Minnows

While the 2024 albie run left a bit to be de-
sired in the Northeast, the bonito run was an
all-time great. They were being caught from

surf and boat beginning in June, with the last
few fish caught as late as mid-November.

That gave fishermen a chance to refine their

techniques, and one of the top baits for bo-

nito was a minnow plug that held its action
through moderate to high-speed retrieves,
like the Rapala X-Rap and Berkley Salt-
water Juke. If the bonito return in similar
numbers, expect to see anglers reaching for
minnow plugs over epoxy jigs, at least until
the albies show up.

Rapala Crush City Freeloader

Forward-Facing-Friendly Lures

Bass fishermen couldn’t escape discussion over the use of forward-facing sonar last season. No matter
how you feel about it on the professional tournament trails, there’s no denying its effectiveness. Lure com-
panies, recognizing the trend, designed lures optimized for use with this groundbreaking technology. Most
of them are soft plastics like the Berkley PowerBait Power Switch and Rapala Crush City Freeloader,
but there are some hard baits like the northern-style glidebait Berkley Finisher, as well as a category-
defying bait like the Jackall Drift Fry, a lipped soft plastic capable of being rigged a variety of ways.
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IT’S TIME TO GO DIESEL.

With the Cox Marine diesel engine, now available in 300 hp
and 350 hp, you can spend more time enjoying the water and
less time refueling. With a 30% fuel savings, vertical crankshaft
design, and extended service life, the future is Diesel.

CALL FOR DEALERS

Looking to join the diesel revolution?

LEARN
MORE.
coxmarineoutboards.com Ring Power
Z-
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Originally designed
"“to catch muskie, The
w. Doc has become the
favorite topwater s
offering for thousands
of striped bass anglers.

Rigging the Doc ., ... ...

n a scorching hot afternoon in early
June, Matt and I pulled up beside a
large school of bunker on our way in
from a successful day of striper fishing. We
were tired and sunburnt, but still stopped at
every bunker school we saw because it’s what
any angler would do. At the last school, we
noticed a nice mark toward the bottom of our
graph, so we eagerly grabbed our rods rigged

When replacing treble hooks with inline single
hooks, choose one that matches the gap size of
the existing treble hook.
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with Docs to see if we could draw up the fish.

After a few casts along the outskirts of the
bunker school, my Doc got hammered. This
wasn’t your typical topwater blowup. The bass
hit the plug multiple times, even knocking it
clear out of the water before committing. When
fishing a Doc, just a hit brings an unmatched
thrill. That fish ended up being my personal
best at 44 inches. It reminded me of how
special this topwater can be when rigged and
fished correctly.

The Doc is an oversized, walk-the-dog top-
water lure, part of a large family of topwaters
known as spooks named after the original walk-
ing bait, the Heddon Spook. My good friend
and creator of Albie Snax, Alex Peru, described
a spook as a lure that “gives you endless ways
to fish.” You can work it slow or fast, twitch or

Working the Doc for Big
Bites over Deep Water

On more aggressive retrieves, the

Doc will pop under the water when

it turns—giving your presentation the
attention-getting sound of a popping plug
while maintaining the zigzag pattern of a
distressed baitfish. This splash consistently
draws fish up from deep water.

| keep my rod tip pointed down while
aggressively twitching it with my wrists
to achieve a walk-the-dog pattern.The
retrieve is extremely slow, but the twitch-
ing must be intense to achieve the splash.
Alex Peru explained,“You know you are
working the Doc properly if the people
you're fishing with turn their heads as if a
fish has eaten your lure.”

Alex also explained that the angler’s job
is to make the Doc “sound like a popper,
but swim like a spook.” This combination
makes it simply irresistible.




pause it, let it glide through the water, or pop it.
The Doc is special in that it can do all of these
things on a larger scale; however, it was never
designed for saltwater purposes.

The Drifter Tackle Doc originated as a top-
water bait to target muskellunge. Over the past
few years, saltwater anglers in the Northeast
got hold of this spook and made it a staple when
fishing for striped bass. While the company
has acknowledged the plug’s popularity in salt
water by introducing popular striper colors like
bunker, green mackerel, and all-yellow, the
terminal tackle still leaves a bit to be desired
by saltwater anglers. A Doc comes standard
with weak split rings and two large treble

7,

2 R
Hapala X-RAP° MAGNUM XPLODE" &

RN

hooks positioned far back on
the body. While this is ideal
for muskies, it is not ideal for

targeting large stripers.

Whenever I purchase a Doc, I immediately
remove the split rings and treble hooks from
both the belly and tail. I rig the belly hook
with a 60-pound split ring and a 7/0 Owner
Z0O-Wire single replacement hook, leaving the
plug without a tail hook. A general rule when
replacing treble hooks with inline single hooks
is to ensure that the gap of the single hook is
equal to the entire treble.

This rigging style has numerous benefits.
First, adding an inline single hook to the belly

reduces release mortality in striped bass. Us-
ing just one single hook lowers the chances
of a fish being hooked in the eye, head, or
throat by the tail hook. Second, it prevents fish
from gaining leverage to bend out the hook
and escape. Also, it leads to a more secure
hookset due to that larger hook gap. This is
crucial when after a big bass with a lower lip
that’s twice the thickness of the trebles that
come standard on the Doc.

Replacing the terminal with one inline single
hook can also enhance the Doc’s action. Re-
moving the tail hook reduces drag, so the Doc
glides through the water more easily, giving it
a wider side-to-side action. %

SETH FEIDER-
Sufix® Pro Angler
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these fish in the late fall or early winter eagerly await their return to our coast, watching the weather and fishing reports beginning in March

In the Northeast fishing community, no event is as highly anticipated as the spring striped bass migration. Fishermen who bid farewell to

to see when the bass will come back.

Recent History: The S pring Migration

2021: Big bunker schools returned to the Northeast in the late spring,
but a lack of large bass with them left anglers worried about the future
status of striped bass numbers. A noticeable shift in the presence of
trophy stripers around popular summering grounds like Block Island
and Montauk left anglers questioning what the 2022 spring migration
would bring.

2022: Schoolie and slot-size stripers made a strong showing from Dela-
ware Bay to eastern Long Island in the early spring. The large bunker
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schools that had congregated around Long Island and southern New
England in years past were concentrated around Boston and the south
shore of Massachusetts; trophy stripers gorged on them throughout the
summer.

2023: The spring run was ahead of schedule, especially with large,
post-spawn stripers from the Chesapeake. Fish as large as 50 inches
reached New Jersey in the first week of May and Massachusetts by the
second week of May. By the third week of May, there were even reports
of 40-inch stripers in the rivers of Maine.



The 2024 Striper Migration
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It’s a lukewarm start to the striper migration,
with torrential rains dampening (literally and
figuratively) fishing efforts. Fishermen later
blamed the rains for keeping bunker out of
Raritan Bay, which made spring striper fishing
there a little slower than in the previous few
seasons. Still, sizable stripers are seen staging
outside spawning tributaries in the Chesapeake,
with reports of decent numbers of schoolie bass
in backwaters and estuaries from Delaware Bay
to Long Island.

May 10

Bunker continues to be in short supply through-
out the Northeast, but stripers find plenty
of fuel for the migration in herring, squid,
cinder worms, and rain bait. Stripers that left
the Chesapeake are showing up along coastal
beaches in Maryland, Delaware, New Jersey,
and Long Island. Migratory fish to 30 inches
reach Boston.

April 12
Cooler-than-average temperatures slows down
spawning in the Chesapeake, but as the weather
stabilizes, the spawning intensifies. Waves of
larger fish hit both the Delaware and Raritan
bays. Migratory stripers reach Connecticut and,
within a week, fishermen in Rhode Island and
Massachusetts report the first fresh schoolies
of the season.

May 24

The May full moon kicks the migration into
higher gear as 40-pound stripers are reported
all the way up to Massachusetts. Big schools
of very large bass are staging off the Western
South Shore of Long Island and Northern
New Jersey, and Montauk is inundated with
schoolie and slot-size stripers. Post-spawn fish
from the Hudson continue populating Long
Island Sound.

May 3
Raritan, Narragansett, and Buzzards bays
are hotbeds of striper activity, with fish to 40
inches blasting baitfish on the surface. Fish
to 50 inches are reported in New Jersey, and
post-spawn bass are exiting the Chesapeake
and heading north.

June 7

The June new moon brings big bass into surf-
casting range from New Jersey to Maine. The
action continues to be widespread, but in parts
of southern New Jersey, the fishing begins to
wane as warming water temperatures send the
fish north.
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The 2024 Striper Migration

June 14

Warming waters push any lingering stripers in
southern New Jersey, Delaware, and Maryland
north and offshore. Large stripers are reported
chasing bunker in Massachusetts from Cape
Cod Bay to Boston, while big schools of large
bass continue to move east along the South
Shore of Long Island.

Contributors Want

\
A
4 \

ON THE WATER is seeking people with a passion for fishing to contribute to our content.

June 21

The reefs of Long Island Sound load up with
big bass as Hudson and Chesapeake fish con-
verge on the sound. The fishing gets spotty in
New Jersey as warming temperatures push the
bass north. Fishing at Block Island, Boston
Harbor, and Montauk ramp up as the fish settle
in, while some stripers continue to swim toward
Maine, where anglers at the northern edge of
the striper’s migratory route experience another
great summer of fishing. =2

Join our team.

We have freelance opportunities in the following areas:

Writers * Photographers ¢ Video Content ¢ Artists

ON THE WATER
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To learn more, please contact: contribute@onthewater.com

Check out all the 2024 Striper
Migration Reports Reports here!




LIGHTER. STRONGER. MORE FUN. MORE FISH.

IT'S TIME YOU TRIED A cjfggfn@ ROD.
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Our premium carbon fiber fishing rods prioritize quality, performance, and price resulting in the lightest, most
reliable and FUN rods to fish in the game! Designed by northeast anglers, for northeast anglers, there's a
Jigging World rod for every species you chase and your preferred technique to catch them.

Try one today. Experience the fun you’ve been missing. Become part of the Jigging World community for life.

scassbaeas oo BC ]

SILVER BULLET- NESK OIS LUMINOUS GHOST T
Jigging SLOW-PITCH ROD -
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POPPING JIGGING

www.jiggingworld.com © 6B




Craft (Fishing) Beers of the Northeast . ... ..

strikes Beer:30 at the On The Water office. Our work-fridge options typically include a range of IPAs, lagers,
pilsners, and pale ales. Nary a light beer will be found in our fridge because we lean toward flavorful, stron-
ger-than-average brews with enough ABV (alcohol by volume) to help the last hour or so of the work week breeze by.

Every Friday, between 4 and 5 pm—and, if I'm being honest, sometimes as early as half past 3—the clock

Whenever possible, we opt for fishing-themed beers (there are more than you might think) produced somewhere

along the striper coast. These are a few of our recent favorites.

Deep Seductress
New Zealand IPA

By Forty Second Brew Co.
&F Siren Lures

Location: Kingston, MA

Flavor: Crisp notes of citrus
with a bitter, yet smooth finish

ABV: 6.8%

Best Enjoyed: With tired arms
and a bluefin on ice.
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Sabiki New
England IPA

By Stellwagen Beer Co.

Location: Marshfield, MA

Flavor: Hoppy taste with
notes of mango and melon
accented by a bright, citrusy
finish

ABV: 7.2%

Best Enjoyed: With a blacked-
out livewell.

Coastal Access
IPA

By Rejects Beer Co.
Location: Middletown, RI

Flavor: Smooth and hoppy,
with a fruity aroma to
complement flavors of lime,
passionfruit, melon and peach

ABV: 7.1%

Best Enjoyed: While plotting
a surf-fishing trip.

Fish Story
Hazy IPA

By Untold Brewing

Location: Scituate, MA

Flavor: Fruity, floral aroma
with notes of berry and pine.
Made with “Anchovy” hops
from Segal Ranch Hop Farm
in Washington

ABYV: 6.6%

Best Enjoyed: During “fish
story” time around the fire pit



— CRAFT BEE

The Surf Beer

By Montauk Brewing Co.

Location: Montauk, NY

Flavor: Light and sweet with
a slightly malty aroma and a
mildly hoppy finish

ABV: 4.5%

Best Enjoyed: While chunk-
ing on the beach during a hot
summer day

&W"’!ﬂewﬂ; sea salt and lim*

Production time: 6 weeks
Keep cotg | enjoy within 1 year

UXBow BREWING C:

Surf Casting
By Oxbow Brewing Co.
Location: Newcastle, ME

Flavor: Light, wheaty, and
slightly salty with a hint of sour
lime

ABV: 4.5%

Best Enjoyed: After a night of
rock-hopping in the surf <2

Fish Beer Friday Review:
Otherside IPA, Reef Donkey
American Pale Ale and Head
Boat Helles Lager

Scan the QR Code to read our
Fish Beer Friday Reviews.

Note: Some beers may be only
seasondlly available. Please inquire
at each brewery.

MULTI-FLEX

INTERCHANGEABLE SET

Afirst of its kind, the Multi-Flex™ is the ultimate fillet knife for
any type of fisherman. Featuring four different full-tang
blades (7” Tapered Flex, 8” Uitra Flex, 9” Serrated Fiex, 9” Stiff), the
Multi-Flex™ is the best of Bubba® in one set. An easy-to-use
squeeze and slide mechanism allow you to switch between
blades while the Flex-Change™ locking system keeps the
blade safe and secure.

geMn meve (@’ bubba.com G O
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efore putting away all your equipment
for the winter, consider this:
Opening season is a few days away.
You pull your equipment out of the basement,
turn the handle of your favorite reel ... and its
frozen. What now?

Well, you can try to disassemble, clean, and
lube it. You may get lucky, and everything
comes apart freely, or maybe not. If you’'re
not so lucky, you can contact the lo-
cal bait and tackle shop, but they are
probably swamped.

Help me help you. It’s simple.
Wash your reels! Every time! As
soon as you pull back to the dock
or get home from the surf, get the
freshwater hose out and wash down
your equipment. Get all that salt and
sand out because it will quickly de-
stroy your equipment. Salt speeds up
the corrosion process tremendously,
especially between dissimilar metals
like aluminum and stainless steel.
Sand is a natural abrasive (think
sandblasting). Now, put that sand in
the gearbox. It’s not good. Do you
ever hear your line screaming as it
comes off the reel? All it takes is
one grain of sand in the line roller
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Good stuff
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to cause havoc.

There’s no need to use any special product,
such as Salt Away. Water works just fine.
Never use any water displacement product,
either, like WD-40. It will actually break down
the grease in the reel and cause it to seep out.
You can use CorrosionX to spray your reels
because it has waterproof oils in it, though it’s
needed only if your reels are stored in a salty
environment, such as a boat or shed
by the water.

If your equipment was stored
properly, the season is approaching,
and your reel isn’t due for service,
some simple maintenance can help
keep the reel going all season. Pick
up some reel oil and put a few drops
at the base of the handle knob, on
the line roller (if equipped), on the
level-wind worm drive (if equipped),
and any other moving parts such as
the star drag, bail lever, etc. Then,
add oil periodically throughout the
season.

Some reels come with oil ports. If
the reel was serviced within a proper
timeframe, it’s not necessary to put
oil in the ports. The marine-grade
grease inside the reel is just fine.

s ¥ [——— —
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Another consideration is storage. Try to
store your equipment indoors and in the dri-
est location possible. Avoid storing your stuff
on the boat, in a damp shed or basement, and
definitely not out in the weather. If you live in
a damp or salty environment, consider using
a dehumidifier.

Also, break down your rig, separating the rod
and reel. Another spot where salt likes to hide
is under the reel seat. In fact, when it’s time to
put the outfit back together, place a small piece
of electrical tape under the reel seat. This will
create a moisture barrier between the reel and
the rod, which will help keep the dissimilar
metals from corroding.

This next suggestion might sound extreme,
but it makes sense when you think about it.
De-spool all your reels at the end of the season.
Mono, braid, flouro, all of it. Any friction tape
or backing that’s not epoxied down, remove
that, too. What happens is the line holds the
salt, sand, and moisture right up against your
spool with no escape, so it won’t take long be-
fore it starts to corrode. That corrosion breaks
down the spool, leaving behind rough, sharp
edges that like to cut into your line.

It’s as simple as that—a freshwater wash-
down and dry storage. Follow these steps and
your reels should last a lifetime. @&



A NEW LEGEND TO BEHOLD

At the bow of your vessel, below the thunderous sea, is a monster in wait.
More powerful than the waves, precise enough to hold its place. It wasn't crafted

from folklore or superstitions rooted deep. It's real. It's here. And it's taking control.
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Big Jim (left) and Jimmy
Fee with a summer bluefin
jigged up off Block Island
with Newport Sportfishing
Charters.

Lambros of Canyon Runner, released weekly dispatches on offshore fishing in the Northeast.

! ast year, OTW'’s Anthony DeiCicchi and Jimmy Fee, along with Adam LaRosa and Deane

Over five months, we tracked great fishing, from giant tuna just off the beaches to best-in-a-
decade billfish action out in the canyons. Here are some of the hottest bites from the 2024 season.

June: Overs on [Jigs
off Cape Cod

Over the last few seasons, there’s been a good
late-June run of bluefin east and north of Cape
Cod, where fishermen found them smashing
through schools of sand eels on the surface. In
2024, an onslaught of 60- to 70-inch tuna arrived
in mid-June and couldn’t resist heavy metal.

As the saying goes, “The flame that burns
twice as bright burns half as long,” and so it was
with this bite. After a week of captains tallying
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double-digit hook-ups on large recreational-size
bluefin, the fish disappeared for parts unknown,
and the light-tackle bite east of the Cape became
a grind for the remainder of the season.

July to September: School
Bluefin Bonanza

In 2023, fishermen enjoyed great action on yel-
lowfin and bluefin at the Dump for most of the
summer. In 2024, the Dump was mostly quiet and
midshore yellowfin were few and far between.

But with big numbers of fun-size bluefin set up
just off Block Island and Montauk, no one was
complaining. The fish settled in around mid-July,
and by August, hooking 10,20, or even 40 bluefin
in a day was not unheard of. Most fell into a tight
range of 32 to 36 inches, though there were larger
fish in the mix, and anglers sticking it out could
usually count on at least one encounter with a
50-inch or better bluefin. Slender metal sand-eel
jigs were the top choice for light-tackle anglers,
though there were times when poppers worked
as well, if not better.

September: Marlin Mania
in the Mid-Atlantic

Boats out of Ocean City, Maryland, experienced
white-hot fishing for white marlin at the begin-
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ning of what ended up being a stormy September.
Boats trolling marlin spreads in the Norfolk,
Washington, Baltimore, and Wilmington can-
yons found that double-digit billfish days were
the norm rather than the exception. Some boats
reported catching as many as 40 white marlin
in a single trip. Overall, it was a great year for
marlin from Cape Cod, Massachusetts, down to
the Outer Banks of North Carolina, but none of
it compared to the crazy early-September bite out
of the mid-Atlantic ports.

July and August:
Incredible New England
Canyon Fishing

While closer New England canyons like Atlantis
and Veatch had a slower summer, boats with the
range and fuel budgets to reach distant canyons
like Munson found downright epic fishing. At
times, yellowfin were so abundant that they were
a nuisance to crews targeting 200-pound bigeye
that were also around in great numbers. Good

——

—

water sat over those far canyons for a big chunk
of the summer before it finally moved west in
September, bringing the fishing with it to Veatch
and Atlantis for a short window in the fall.

waach on [ YouTube

Late August and September:
Yellowfin
Night Bite

Yellowfin fishing var-
ied for much of the
summer, but one of
the hot stretches was
in late summer when
the fish loaded into
Hudson Canyon, giv-
ing anglers a crack
at catching them on
chunks and jigs both
during the day and
at night. September
storms disrupted the
bite, but by mid-Oc-

Fishermen's Supply
in New Jersey with a
fall yellowfin that fell
to a stickbait.

of the GPS display

sunglasses

Saves you |10% off
your purchases!!

— Filters out 99% UVB light and works with polarized

tober, it was ramping up again, with headboats
reporting full limits into November.

October: Not-So-Ghostly
Tuna in New Jersey

Years ago, fishermen called the fall bluefin off
New Jersey “ghosts” for their tendency to appear
and quickly disappear. In 2024, that wasn’t the
case. Bluefin from 40-inchers to giants stacked
up on structure from just off the beach to far oft-
shore. Soft plastics, metal jigs, and occasionally
stickbaits got the fish to bite, giving New Jersey
fishermen a second lights-out fall bluefin bite in

arow. T

Check out all the Northeast
Offshore Fishing Reports here!

Discount Code - BOAT 0 Visit Us On line for more info
www.NuShield.com/marine
or call 877-900-9192
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a strip of squid topped with an expired Atlantic silverside (more commonly called a

q t some point in history, our fluke-fishing forefathers came together and declared that

spearing) was to be the standard bait for our favorite flatfish. They found that the stark

white of the squid pennant practically glows in the depths where fluke hunt, while its boneless
undulations give the impression of a mortally wounded baitfish. The spearing adds the touch
of deal-sealing realism, and while the fragile bait may not survive a botched hookset, the squid
usually does, giving an angler a second chance to succeed.

This potent pairing will catch fluke just about anywhere you can find them, but in some cases,
there are better, lesser-known options that anglers can use that might just edge out this old

standard.

Sand Eels

Just a couple decades ago, tackle shops across
the Northeast reliably stocked bags of fresh
and frozen sand eels. Some of them were
bought and used for striped bass in the surf, but
many were transported to sandy shoals where
fishermen baited them on simple rigs to match
the hatch for fluke. Today, you may need to
procure your own sand eels in order to get a
consistent supply, but it’s often worth the effort.

How to Fish:
The simpler the better with sand eels, as
these are often the same bait that fluke are

OTW | 156

eating over sandy bottoms, but you must
get them in front of the fish. Use them on
three-way rigs adorned with no more than a
sparsely riveted bucktail teaser and, if you
must, a single spinning blade. In shallow
water, there’s no need to pair the sand eels
with squid, but if you want a little more bulk,
fish two at a time —if your bait supply allows
it. Hook each as you would a spearing, either
through the eyes or down through the top of
the skull. To hook a fluke, only a short drop-
back is needed, as they usually fully engulf
the bait in one shot.

Dogfish

At times, smooth or spiny dogfish can present
a major hindrance to fluke fishermen, chowing
through bait supplies, tangling rigs, and wast-
ing valuable time on the fishing grounds. One
silver lining when catching dogfish is that they
make a great fluke bait.

A strip from the belly of a dogfish has an
enticing flutter, an eye-catching snow-white
color, fish-attracting scent, and skin so tough
it’s nearly impossible for bait-stealers to take
it off the hook.

If you have reservations about taking a
dogfish for bait, keep in mind that the meat,
when breaded and fried, is downright deli-
cious. Don’t believe it? Ask any of the famous
fish n’ chips spots across the Atlantic, where
spiny dogfish has been the go-to ingredient for
generations of seafood-loving Brits. So, take
the bellies for bait, the rest for your cooler, and
get down to the business of catching big fluke.

How to Fish:

Pair with spearing on popcorn rigs, gaudily
dressed three-way rigs, and pretty much any
rig you’d otherwise use with a strip of squid.

Va
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Bergalls

While killies are an effective and easily attainable
live bait for fluke, their small size makes them a
poor choice for anglers hoping to score a doormat.
Fishermen who want to offer fluke a larger live bait
usually opt for snapper blues, but with the current
bluefish bag limit (3) and inconsistent availability
during much of the fluke season, snappers aren’t as
reliable a bait as they once were.

Bergalls, however, fill that slot nicely. With piers
and jetties from New Jersey to Massachusetts full of
these 3- to 5-inch wrasse, fishermen using small hooks
and bits of clam or squid can usually catch enough
for a day of fluking with just an hour or so of effort.
Like their close relative the tautog, a bergall is hardy,
easily surviving the ride in the livewell and swimming
a long time with a hook through the nose.

ON THE WATER
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How to fish:
Send to the bottom on a three-way rig with an un-
dressed 4/0 to 6/0 octopus-style hook (depending on
the size of the bait) hooked through the bergall’s nos-
trils. Drop back to any biting fluke

to ensure it has engulfed the
entire bait, and then set the

hook hard. =2
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There’s nothing more
rewarding than catching
a big bass during colder

months of the year.

of bass fishermen. To be successful, anglers must follow changing patterns and always

j _’ Y he ever-changing weather and water conditions in the Northeast create a special breed

be prepared to adapt and adjust on the fly. The first step is understanding the phases of
each season and the transition periods that connect them.

Ice Out/Cold Water

Whether a water body fully ices over or not,
when the season starts and there is open water
to fish, that water is going to be cold. The
depth of a water body plays an outsized role
in tactics and timing. In shallow lakes and
ponds, which heat up faster than deeper ones,
target areas that have slight depth changes
in proximity to some combination of hard
structure, grass, and hard bottom. In areas with
isolated grass, reach for a jerkbait. Around
wood or rock, try a bottom bait like a jig. In
deeper lakes, search for humps, high spots,
and points in 15 to 30 feet of water. Bass hold
in these areas throughout the winter, so you
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will often find fish, especially smallmouth,
set up and willing to feed. In deeper water,
a small bottom bait such as a Ned rig should
produce. Take note of the forage present and
do your best to match it.

Pre-Spawn

The transition from ice-out to pre-spawn is
a favorite time of the year for many bass
anglers. Depending on location and the body
of water, it could begin as early as the end
of February or as late as April. Pay attention
to weather trends. A stretch of warm days is
great, but warmer nights are even better when
it comes to raising water temperatures and get-

ting big fish moving. Look for drop-offs and
points that lead directly from deep water to
shallow water, as these are routes bigger fish
take to move up the water column.
Eventually, flats, grass, points, and coves
with abundant cover will attract fish that are
moving shallow to feed and eventually spawn.
A favorite bait at this time is the jig, as bass
forage on crawfish coming out of their winter
burrows. Jerkbaits, chatterbaits, and even big
swimbaits are all effective. Match your pat-
terns to the prevalent big bait, which might
be yellow perch, herring, or golden shiners.

Spawn

The spawn usually begins in late April or May
on most Northeast waters. If you target spawn-
ing fish, be sure to handle them with care and
release them right back to their beds. Bass
spawn on large flats, points, and around all
kinds of structure. Largemouth tend to spawn
in shallower coves and further up creeks,
while smallmouth prefer slightly deeper water

.

Use your electronics to
find changes in contour.




Jigs are a wise choice for fishing hard structure.

around points and main lake shorelines. Often, when you find
a smallmouth on a bed, there are others nearby. Not all bass
are oriented to spawning areas, though, and it can be very

rewarding to catch quality bass that are not on beds. Target
these fish by looking for baitfish in deeper water. Try minnow
presentations, like a jighead with a 2- to 3-inch swimmer, or
even a topwater when you know you’re casting over bait.

Post-Spawn

Post-spawn summer patterns are a favorite for many North-
east anglers. You can catch bass with almost any presentation
or bait you prefer. This time of year offers a ton of fun on
topwater, especially during low-light hours. When it gets hot
midsummer, fish deep. Lakes with deeper rock piles and grass
can produce excellent offshore fishing for both smallmouth
and largemouth. Use electronics or lake mapping to find
humps and high spots in main lake areas. It’s hard to beat
a jig or dropshot in these situations, and going heavier will
keep you connected to the bottom. Focus on natural colors
in the summer, like green pumpkin or black and blue.

Fall Transition

After the stability of summer, major changes come with the
transition to fall. Shifting weather patterns and dropping
water temperatures reward versatile anglers who pay atten-
tion to fish behavior. Bass of all sizes move to new areas to
feed before settling into winter holding areas. Find areas
with abundant forage and the bass will be nearby. Blustery
days can concentrate forage and spark feeding activity on
windblown points and shorelines. Bottom baits, moving
baits, and topwaters all have potential, so be prepared to
experiment and change tactics. In early fall, a string of colder
nights push big fish to feed. By late fall and early winter,
it’s often a string of warmer days that cause bass to become

more active. o2

The author weaves through tackle to make adjustments on the fly.

Post-spawn
summer patterns
are a favorite for
many anglers in
the Northeast.




2025 Boat Show Season

Boat show season is better than ever, with more boats, bigger shows, and innovative new
models and updates. Whether you’re in the market for an upgrade or just dreaming, visit a
boat show this year and make sure to step aboard these new and improved models.

v/

cobiaboats.com

Cobia 285 Open

Appreciate an open-space layout? The Cobia 285 Open offers an angling-friendly layout with
full walk-up access to the bow and stern, along with two additional cockpit insulated fish boxes.
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2025 Northeast Boat
Show Schedule

New England Boat Show
Boston Convention and Exhibition Center
January 8-12, 2025

Chesapeake Bay Boat Show

Maryland State Fairgrounds
January 10-12, 2025

New York Boat Show
The Javits Center
January 22-26, 2025

New Jersey Boat Sale and Expo

NJ Convention and Expo Center
February 13-16, 2025

Atlantic City Boat Show
Atlantic City Convention Center
February 26 - March 2, 2025

Bay Bridge Boat Show
Safe Harbor Narrows Point, Annapolis, MD
April 11-13, 2025

Newport International Boat Show

Newport Yachting Center Marina, RI
September 11-14, 2025
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contenderboats.com

Contender 29Bay

Are you a bay-boat fan who loves to go long? Contender’s all-new 29BAY comes standard with
a Seakeeper Ride and a 400-mile range, putting all adventures, from inshore bays to offshore
tuna grounds, on the table.

easternboats.com

Eastern 248 Tournament

Don’t want to be held back by the weather? Featuring a legendary Downeast-style hull, the 248
Tournament performs well with a single 150-hp outboard and keeps your crew comfortable,
safe, and happy on every excursion.
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evergladesboats.com

Ewerglades 375 CC

Value versatility in an offshore-ready center console? Everglades’ newest addition to their
5-series lineup is engineered for performance and comfort. A forward lounge, spacious bow
seating, and mezzanine seating are accompanied by generous fish-box storage, twin livewells,
and a redesigned second station.

gradywhite.com

Grady-White Freedom 345

Looking for luxury in a dual-console? Grady-White’s Freedom 345 delivers comfort, style,
and rugged durability, making it well suited for the family who loves to entertain and cruise as
much as fish offshore waters.
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maritimeboats.com

Maritime 2090 Skiff

Like the simplicity of a classic skiff? The Maritime Skiff is a time-tested, rugged hull with
abundant deck space ready to be customized for serious fishing adventures.

pursuitboats.com

Pursuir OS 325

Prefer yacht-like luxury in a tuna-trolling machine? Pursuit’s new OS 325 is luxurious,
from the large, single-piece windshield to the well-appointed, modern interior.
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Robalo R222

~MUST-SEE

"BOATS

robalo.com

‘Who doesn’t want more for less? The R222 offers more storage, more comfort, and more fishing
features than you’d expect in a 21°6” center console at a “reel deal” price.
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skeeterboats.com

Skeeter $X2550 Family

Want a bay boat that’s family friendly? The family package adds to the inshore and near-
shore fishability of the SX2550, adding a stylish hardtop packed with unique features and
a 3-position step that goes from deck extension to table.



southportboats.com

Southport 38FE

Seeking the luxury SUV of the ocean? The Southport Family Edition 38 is equally suitable for
cruising with family and friends or running out to the canyons loaded with fuel, ice, and bait
in search of tuna.
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worldcat.com

World Cat 400D C-X Island

¥ Va " . .. .

4 | \ Craving the advantages of a cat? The newest addition to World Cat’s dual-console lineup offers
abundant storage, luxurious appointments, expansive bow seating, and the performance and
stability only catamaran hulls can provide.
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Record-Breaking Fish Tales of 2024

given day, one may encounter a fish of epic proportions. Whether it’s a 50-pound striped

0 ne of the greatest attractions to fishing is the element of chance—the chance that, on any

bass in the surf, a double-digit trout through a hole in the ice, or a jumbo mahi-mahi in
the canyons, intriguing stories of man versus fish entice us to persist in our pursuit of a trophy,
hoping that one day, we will cross paths with a fish of record-breaking caliber.

Rbhode Island State Record Tautog

For Captain Rob Taylor of Newport Sportfish-
ing Charters, the hunt for extra-large tautog is
much more than a game of chance. Based on
conditions, location, and the time of the season,
Taylor adjusts both his tackle and approach to
put his charters in the best position for success.
It’s this sort of meticulous preparation, coupled
with a knowledgeable captain’s experience, that
helped Vinny Simms, Jr. land a record-breaking
tautog on October 21, 2024.

JFornes with the new junior
—world-record white marlin.
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Simms, at the time, hadn’t wrangled a tautog
larger than 6 pounds, but if there’s one place to
shatter a personal-best blackfish, it’s along the
craggy coast of Rhode Island. Taylor maneu-
vered his boat, the Reel E-Z, over a piece of
structure that he discovered while cast-netting
menhaden in the spring. The first few drops
yielded some pesky black sea bass, followed by
amuch larger fish that forced Simms to lock the
drag on his spinning reel. With Taylor walking
him through how to play the fish, they man-
aged to net it, even after the monster tog, being
winched to the surface, took a drag-searing run
back to the bottom.

On board the Reel E-Z, the fish measured 34
inches, with an unofficial weight that surpassed
20 pounds on Taylor’s Boga Grip. Back on
land, the certified scale at Quaker Lane Bait and
Tackle read 22 pounds, 5.28 ounces, besting the
previous state record by 12 ounces in weight and
2 inches in length.

The tale of this record-breaking tautog is a tes-
tament to an angler’s willingness to learn from
the captain, who took a chance on a new piece
of bottom structure and coached his customer
toward a hard-to-beat personal-best blackfish.
It’s the kind of experience that keeps hopeful
anglers returning to the water in search of a
trophy of their own.

Rbhode Island State-Record Mahi-Mabhi

In late August, Karl Mohr of New York was fish-
ing with father/son duo Captain Andy Dangelo
and AJ Dangelo of Maridee Charters when they
hooked into a double-header of mahi-mahi while
trolling a Sterling Tackle Lumos tracker bar.
Although Rhode Island Department of Environ-
mental Management does not recognize mahi as
being eligible for state-record contention, they
do list dolphin fish under “Notable Catches”
on the agency’s website. If recognized, Mohr’s
37.56-pound, 59-inch mahi will topple the previ-
ous “record”, which has stood since 1995, by 5
pounds and 1 inch.

Junior World-Record White Marlin

On August 16, 2024, Nantucket-based surf-
fishing guide Elliot Sudal guided 12-year-old
Stone Fornes to the new junior world-record
white marlin—a 118.5-pound fish that surpassed
the previous record, set in 2011 by Matthew
Sheehan of Martha’s Vineyard, by nearly 17
pounds.

Maryland State-Record Blueline Tilefish

On August 24, 2024, while fishing in Poor-
man’s Canyon with Captain Chris Little of
Talkin’ Trash Sportfishing Charters in Ocean
City, London J. Anthony set the new Maryland
state record for blueline tilefish on a chunk
of ballyhoo. The 20.6-pound, 37.25-inch
tilefish beat the previous record, caught by
Robert Purcell in September 2012, by a mere
6 ounces.
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Maryland State-Record
Yellowedge Grouper

While fishing in Poorman’s Canyon with Cap-
tain Chase Eberle of Chasin’ Tides Charters,
Jian Feng Li brought a massive yellowedge
grouper to the boat after it ate a strip of false
albacore. The catch was taken to Sunset Marina
in Ocean City, where a Maryland Department
of Natural Resources biologist confirmed the
species. There, the 43-inch fish weighed in right
at 38 pounds, just about 11 pounds short of the
48.6-pound world record.

Rbhode Island State-Record
Rainbow Trout

While ice fishing on Peck Pond on January 18,
2024, Zachary Taylor of Burrillville, RI, caught
a 15-pound, 12-ounce rainbow trout through a
six-inch hole in the ice, shattering the previous
state record—which was set in 2020—of 12
pounds, 9 ounces.

MARYLAND DNR

Maryland State-Record
Rainbow Trout

While fishing in Antietam Creek on February
10, 2024, Jean-Philippe Lartigue of Bethesda,
MD, set the new state record for rainbow trout.
His whopping 17.44-pound fish toppled the
longstanding record of 14.2 pounds set by Dave
Schroyer in October 1987.

New York State-Record
Largemouth Bass

OnJuly 11,2024, during tournament practice on
Cayuga Lake, Jim Britenbaugh of Gettysburg,
PA, caught and released the new state-record
largemouth bass after it was certified by New
York State Department of Environmental
Conservation officials at the boat launch. The
12-pound, 6-ounce bass dethroned John Hig-
bie’s 11-pound, 4-ounce record that was caught
in September 1987.

JIM BRITENBAUGI

NYS DEC

New York State-Record
Smallmouth Bass

On September 22, 2024, Dante Piraino of Bald-
winsville, NY, caught and released a 9-pound,
23.12-inch smallmouth bass on the St. Lawrence
River. Piraino’s catch bested the previous state-
record smallmouth, caught in Cayuga Lake in
2022, by just 8 ounces, stealing the record-
breaking bass crown from Cayuga.

Massachusetts State-Record Lake Trout

On April 9, John Stamas caught and released the
new Massachusetts state-record lake trout while
fishing from the bank of Wachusett Reservoir.
Stamas, who was fishing for smallmouth bass at
the time, hooked the fish on a football jig. After
a brief battle, Stamas landed the fish without a
net. On shore, a quick weight and measurement
revealed the laker to be 39 inches long and all
of 20 pounds, besting the short-lived catch-and-
release record that had been set just 72 hours
prior on opening day at the reservoir. g4
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Use Your Noodle ;...

The author’s “treasure chest,” a large plastic bin filled with
two 1-gallon buckets, each inside a larger 5-gallon bucket.

Collectively hanging from these buckets are roughly 250
artificial baits in a variety of sizes and colors.

ince the late 1980s, foam noodles have

been ubiquitous accessories around swim-

ming pools. They come in a variety of
colors and diameters, and are also used in many
ways, such as swimming aids or safety devices
(the latter despite manufacturer’s label warnings
to the contrary). When paired, they facilitate
floppy sword play, and when quadrupled, they
provide limbs for anyone looking to be Dr. Otto
Gunther Octavius on Halloween.

The genesis of the first pool noodle is up for
debate. A common theme in most origin stories
is that someone familiar with foam tubing in
an engineering setting had an epiphany about
its potential elsewhere. The most-often cited
is that the owner of a family business special-
izing in fabricating extruded polyethylene foam
backer rods and pipe insulation often brought
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factory samples and prototypes home. Eventu-
ally, some gray 9-foot rods found their way
into his swimming pool and inspired his eureka
moment. Pastel colors replaced drab industrial
gray, and kids replaced a target audience of
contractors, builders, and plumbers. Another
often-cited story involves a swim coach explor-
ing redesigning a pull buoy, a device that creates
additional resistance to strengthen swimmers’
arm, shoulder, and back muscles. Historically,
these were constructed from commercial-grade
polyethylene tubes. The coach had his “Aha!”
moment one day while watching kids play with
the cylinders of a pull-buoy prototype he was
working on. The coach wrapped tubes in colored
tape to transform them from dull training devices
to colorful swimming pool toys.

Pool noodles have no patent protections

and are produced by many manufacturers,
marketed with names such as “pool noodles,”
“swim noodles,” and “water woggles.” They
also have properties that are perfect for fishing
related do-it-yourself projects: buoyancy, shock-
absorbency, flexibility, plus they can withstand
repeated hook-point insertions and removals,
and are quite inexpensive.

For my DIY noodle hacks, I typically pur-
chase 4'%-foot long, 2-inch diameter noodles
for a buck each at a local dollar store. Often in
conjunction with nylon cable ties, duct tape,
electrical tape and/or Velcro tape, I can trans-
form a noodle into an ingenious contrivance
that improves some aspect of my overall fishing
experience. While I devised many hacks on my
own, I’'m sure others have come up with the
same or very similar ones. For this article, I will



Strips of pool noodle help prevent mayhem when inserted inside a plug bag.

discuss my top three hacks that may inspire you
to come up with other uses on your own.

Teaser Rig Holders

There are many options for adding teasers to
enhance the presentation of traditional plugs
and lures. Some anglers attach the eye of the
teaser’s hook directly to a dropper loop placed
in the leader roughly 16 to 22 inches up from
the plug. The benefit of this arrangement is that
it minimizes the chances of a teaser fouling the
leader or mainline. It also requires no additional
hardware. However, if you are concerned with
weakness that a knot in the leader may create
(particularly when targeting bigger fish), a sepa-
rate and shorter line for the teaser can be tied
directly to the leader side of a barrel swivel or
to the third eye of a combo or three-way swivel.

This approach also minimizes the likelihood

of a toothy fish cutting through the leader line
and separating an angler from an expensive
plug. The increased breaking strength and bet-
ter isolation between lure and teaser comes at
the expense of increased terminal tackle and
potential of the primary and secondary leaders
tangling and disrupting the lure presentation.
I prefer yet a third approach, a middle ground
between the two techniques. I cut roughly a
7-inch piece of leader material and attach a
teaser at one end and a perfection loop at the
other. I use a loop-to-loop connection to attach
the pre-tied teaser rig to a dropper loop placed
roughly 20 inches up my leader from the plug. I
carry a bunch of pre-tied rigs with an assortment
of teaser types, such as bucktail, feather, and soft
plastic. The loop-to-loop connection means I can
quickly swap out one teaser type for another as
experiment to determine the most effective one

An 8-inch section of pool noodle combined with
an elastic band is perfet for holding a variety of
pre-tied teaser rigs.

for the moment. In addition, this arrangement
allows for some of the benefits of the second
approach without the need for a swivel.
“Thanks for the advice on teaser options,
Bill, but what does this have to do with pool
noodles?” you might ask. This is a valid ques-
tion, so let me explain. Many of my surfcasting
outings are done on foot in search of fish actively
chasing bait and spots conducive to stirring up
or aggregating fish forage. On most of these
excursions, I like to travel light. In addition to
my rod and reel, I have a small three-tube surf
bag with a side compartment for a pair of pliers
with cutting edges and a front pocket for holding
a few bucktails, a small spool of leader, and a
re-purposed prescription vial containing some
power clips and miscellaneous tackle. Attached
with electrical tape to the outer edge of one of
the tubes is one half of a 5-inch piece of pool
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The author’s watertight enclosure for his kayak’s battery. The box size is larger than the battery itself,
so pieces of pool noodle the battery from shifting inside the box.

noodle cut along its diagonal. I embed the hook
points—past their barbs—of several prepared
teaser rigs into the foam, creating safe and easy
access to the pre-tied teasers. Before I added
this modification to my surf bag, I would drop
a few teaser rigs directly into the tubes or in the
front pocket. It was hard to retrieve a rig from
a tube, particularly when standing out on an
isolated rock in the water. Often, this maneuver
resulted in the contents of my surf bag falling
and becoming lost in the Atlantic Ocean. Even
on the occasions when I managed not to empty
my bag into the sea, the teasers in the pocket
often drew blood when I reached inside.

For long treks covering miles, in addition to
my plug bag, I wear a sling pack or backpack
to carry essentials such as sunscreen, bottled
water, and snacks. The pack also allows me to
carry additional gear and tackle, among which
is an 8-inch section of pool noodle for holding
a variety of pre-tied teaser rigs. The hook points
are embedded into the cross-sectional face of the
noodle cylinder. The leader material runs down
the outer curved surface where I use an elastic
band to hold all the line in place.

Equipment &
Tackle Organizers

Most of us don’t have the luxury of walking
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out our front door directly to our favorite fish-
ing locales. It is much more common to travel
a considerable distance from one’s residence to
where the fish are. Weather forecasts and reports
are sometimes misleading, or conditions change
while one is en route. As such, it is advisable
to bring a wide range of equipment and tackle
along for the ride, allowing you to pick and
choose according to the conditions.

I travel with what I call my tackle “Treasure
Chest,” a large plastic bin filled with two 1-gal-
lon buckets, each inside of a larger 5-gallon
bucket. Collectively hanging from these buckets
are roughly 250 artificial baits of hard plastic,
soft plastic, metal, and wood in a variety of sizes
and colors. The outer buckets are held in place
by cut strips of pool noodle wedged between
them and the lower portions of the bin’s sides.
Each inner bucket is held in place by nylon
screw assemblies through the bottom center. At
the top of one long side of the bin is a strip of
pool noodle, attached with double-sided Velcro
tape, for embedding hooks, teasers, and some
soft plastics that can’t simply hang from a bucket
rim. Lengths of poodle noodles are sliced along
their curved surface through to their hollow
inner cores and fitted to the rim of each of the
5-gallon buckets, then 14-inch nylon zip ties are
used to hold the noodle material in place. This

arrangement effectively extends the depth of the
larger buckets to accommodate longer plugs as
well as preventing the lures from shifting and
clumping up when the bin is moved. I also keep
a telescoping magnetic pickup tool on hand to
easily access lures that occasionally fall between
the inner and outer buckets. With my treasure
chest in tow, I am prepared for surf casting in
just about any weather situation.

Shims, Wedges, and Holds

A pool noodle can be bent at extreme angles as
well as compressed, all while maintaining a high
degree of rigidity. A foldable sheetrock knife
blade is long enough to slice through polyeth-
ylene cylinders up to 5 inches in diameter like
butter, and a utility knife is perfect for whittling
the resulting foam pieces to any desired shape.
These physical attributes make it ideal to fashion
contraptions to cradle things safely in place, as
its application on my sit-on-top kayak illustrates.
My kayak is rigged with CHIRP, SideScan,
DownScan and charting electronics powered
by a sealed lead acid rechargeable battery in
its body. To protect the battery from moisture
that often builds up inside the kayak or, worse
still, gets in while I am storing or retrieving
something through one of its many hatches,I’ve
constructed a watertight enclosure using a poly-
carbonate O-ring-sealed box, waterproof cable
glands, and weather-resistant wire connectors.
The box’s size is larger than the battery itself,
so I used pieces of pool noodle left over from
another project to keep the battery from shifting
inside the box. In addition, I cut a pool noodle in
half along its cylindrical surface to create some-
thing resembling a speed bump. Inside the body
of my kayak, accessible via its centrally located
hatch, I adhered four pieces of the “speed bump”’
into a rectangular shape slightly smaller than
the dimensions of the battery box. This makes
a simple yet effective pressure-fitting mount for
the watertight enclosure, keeping it from jostling
inside the hull of the boat while I'm paddling,
pedaling, exploring, and fishing.

Honorable Mentions

The noodle-related DIY's mentioned above are
currently my favorites. There are countless other
hacks using noodles as rod racks, rod-tip protec-
tors, ice-fishing transducer levelers, fly-tying
material holders, fishing-net floats, bobbers,
and fillet-knife sheaths, to name a few. What
we fishermen can do with pool noodles is only
limited by the capabilities of the gray-matter
noodles embedded in our heads. =22




Glow stick

Zip-tie

The Pool
Noodle

Swordfish
Float

The pool noodle has
also found a home in the
offshore fishing scene
for nighttime swordfish.
When a swordfish takes
a bait, it will often swim
away from the weight,
which means it will rise
towards the surface.This

clever contraption has a
glow stick inserted inside
the top and the bottom
of the noodle. It will float
vertically, but if a fish
takes the bait and rises to
the surface, the float will
fall to a horizontal posi-

tion, indicating a bite.

2 feet of
white pool
noodle

_ Glow stick
Zip-tie

Long line clip
(attaches
to a rubber
band wrapped
around the
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Trip-Saving B-List Species s, .

here’s a clear hierarchy in fish species.
T The largest, hardest-fighting and, often,

challenging-to-catch species occupy
the top spots among anglers, while smaller,
easier-to-catch species end up underappreci-
ated. However, these species are fun to catch,
good to eat, and will save your trip if the A-List
fish prove too challenging.

Mabhi Mabhi

Target when: You ran offshore at 3 a.m.
and the fish box is still empty at noon.

I get a knot in my stomach every time a tuna
trip reaches the point when we’re putting the
big rods away and breaking out albie-sized
spinning tackle. It usually disappears as soon
as that first electric-green mahi
goes airborne nanoseconds after
the hookset.

Mahi are the king of the fish-
ing consolation prizes, and while
the initial downsizing from tuna
and billfish might be disappoint-
ing, I’ve never heard anyone
complaining over a plate of fresh
mabhi fish tacos.

When the tuna prove fickle, run
the high-flyer line like it’s your
paper route until you find a school
of active fish. On some days, you
may have to hit a number of pots
before finding fish, especially if
the tuna fishing has been tough
for a while and a lot of boats
are making the mahi move. Live
peanut bunker or a pint or two of
killies will be like a cheat code
on these days.

Regardless of how your tuna
fishing is going, if you see a large
floating log or piece of debris
that’s been out there for a while,
stop everything and fish it. Any
mega mahi you’re likely to en-
counter will be on these structures
over the buoys.
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Atlantic Spadefish

Target when: Clouds or wind hinder
cobia sight-casting efforts.

Looking like an angelfish from the wrong
side of the tracks, the Atlantic spadefish has
beady eyes, a pug nose, and an attitude to
match. I was introduced to them this past
summer off Virginia Beach on a cobia fishing
trip with good friend Jerry Sullivan. What I
learned is that a spadefish will bulldog you like
a big blackfish, but since these fish are usually
hooked near the surface, there’s less risk of
losing them to bottom structure. They may,
however, bolt toward the piling or buoy they
were hanging around before you interrupted
their jellyfish munching by offering a piece of

gy

clam or shrimp with a tiny hook hidden inside.
Targeting them can be surprisingly technical
because larger specimens (which can weigh
upward of 8 pounds!) ignore any bait that
isn’t drifting at exactly the same speed as the
current. Some captains even drift their baits
under a float.

While spadefish fillets might not compare to
anice slab of cobia on the grill, they have firm,
flaky white fillets that are tasty when fried.

Tilefish
Target when: You ran offshore at 3 a.m.,

the fish box is still empty at noon, AND it’s
too early in the season for mahi.

Mahi Mahi
Coryphaena hippurus




Atlantic Spadefish Chaetodipterus faber

The pivot from tuna to tilefish is much more
severe than from tuna to mahi, but on those
mid-June canyon runs, it can be your only
option for making use of the 200 pounds of
ice on board. It’s worth packing a few 1- to
2-pound sinkers, several chicken rigs, and a
couple boxes of frozen squid.

),

DAIWABLACKLINE

Golden Tilefish Lopholatilus chamaeleonticeps

Some captains treat their canyon-consolation
tilefishing like a trip to the grocery store,
deploying three-hook rigs on electric reels
and unceremoniously winching the fish to the
surface. This type of fishing isn’t worth getting
out of the beanbag chair for. Golden tiles are
worth hand-cranking up 800 feet while holding
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»Daiwa’s Air Sensor Reel Seat
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BLAGKLINE

For more info visit: Daiwa.us

_AITR SENSOR

the rod so you can feel the bite and the initial
fight of these colorful bottom dwellers. Blue-
line tilefish are even more fun, as they live in
shallower (although still pretty deep) water and
will readily attack jigs to anyone adventurous
enough to drop some heavy metal 500-plus feet

to the bottom. <2

BRAIDING-X
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The Kids Striper Glassic .., -

sey, might have noticed that the crews chasing the striper blitzes skewed a little younger

O n Saturday, November 2, fishermen working the waters off Monmouth County, New Jer-

than usual. On that morning, the 70 participants of the first annual Kids Striper Classic,
presented by Tak Waterman and Sandy Hook Bay Marina, set out in search of striped bass and
found the true prize of our fisheries here in the Northeast: the community.

Captain Robbie Radlof, the organizer of the
event, is a lifelong angler who began fishing
the waters of Raritan Bay and northern New
Jersey with his father, George, and now with
his two sons, Charlie and Finn. The family’s
generational love of fishing is proof that early
and positive introductions to the sport can lead
to a life’s worth of memories of time spent on
the water with family and friends.

Through taking his son, Charlie, and his
friends out on the boat, Radlof saw the joy and
excitement that fishing brought to the young
anglers, especially when they caught stripers.
With that, an idea began to form, but didn’t
fully take shape until Luke Bollerman of Sandy
Hook Marina came to Radlof asking about his
thoughts on running a striper tournament out of
the marina. Radlof suggested making the event
all about the kids, allowing them to compete
against each other and, better yet, learn more
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about fishing and striped bass.

Radlof contacted his friends throughout the
striper-fishing community to gauge interest in
a kid’s fishing event focused more on good
times and having fun than on competition. The
response was overwhelming. National fishing
companies donated gear for the registration
packages, along with items from local shops
and lure builders.

The final question was how many kids would
sign up. Radlof initially considered capping the
event at 50, but with the avalanche of interest,
he expanded to 70. Every one of them would
receive a registration package that consisted
of lures from Tsunami, Hogy, No Live Bait
Needed, and UVT Lures, along with a lucky
fishing hat from local company YIIIKES and
other goodies.

When the day arrived, kids bundled up
against a brisk northwest wind and set out on

boats and on the beaches. Schools of peanut
bunker had brought some hungry stripers
into range, so using some of the lures from
their registration packages, the kids began to
catch. Using the Reel Time app, they could
watch leaderboard updates as the morning
progressed, seeing friends’ names appear as
fish were entered.

Later, at the awards ceremony held at One
Willow restaurant, parents, grandparents,
aunts, and uncles gathered to watch as the kids
received their prizes. Thanks to the generosity
of the tournament sponsors, every child won a
raffle prize while enjoying pizza from Gozney
and chicken fingers.

During the ceremony, Bollerman asked if
anyone had caught their first-ever striper that
day, and the hands of 15 newly minted striped
bass anglers shot up. Radlof was overwhelmed,
grateful for the response from the striper-fish-
ing community and the opportunity to share the
excitement of fishing with this new generation

of anglers. =2

Learn more about the Kids Striper Classic and learn of
upcoming events by following on Instagram:
@*kidsstriperclassic
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7171 7 On The
Two Rivers

The Navesink and Shrewsbury offer excellent backwater
striper fishing at the start of the season.

BY NEIL KRAUTER

s winter turns to spring, the back bays, rivers,
and mud flats of New Jersey come to life. After
moving to the area, | became enamored by the
often-forgotten Navesink and Shrewsbury rivers,
commonly referred to as “the two rivers.” In the shadow of
Raritan Bay and Hudson River fishery, they are at the northern
range of the Jersey shore and conjoin to flow out between the
Highlands and Sandy Hook into the Raritan Bay.




Frigid water temperaturés in March
make slow subsurface lures your best
option for early-season stripers.
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Sizeable bluefish invade
the rivers with force in
May, and offer excellent

s These two rivers can be a productive fishery year-round,
topwater fishing.

if you know when and where to look, but the months of
March, April, and May are truly special for those in search
of early season striped bass in shallow water. Almost every
creek, bridge, point, flat, tidal rip, and sod bank will have
fish. This time of year, many captains choose to run out of
the two rivers and into Raritan Bay to join the massive fleet
chasing birds and bunker pods as far as the eye can see. |
often prefer to stay in the productive backwaters where I
have miles of shoreline to myself.

While the large spawning fish are out in force around the
bay, the two rivers do have quality fish. Over the last few
years, | have recorded the lengths of over 300 springtime
fish in this backwater system. The striped bass have aver-
aged 28.9 inches, with the biggest of the river fish coming
in at about the 37- to 39-inch range every year. [ am sure
there are larger fish to be found for those who know when
and where to look.

Fishing in both the Navesink and Shrewsbury rivers can be
a skinny-water game. During high-water phases of the tides,
many spots will still be under 4 feet, but I like to push back




into the numerous creeks where striped bass are
corralling pods of bunker against bulkheads,
docks, and sod banks. There are expansive flats
and islands that are often high and dry, but they
quickly become fish magnets on a flood tide.
Many of these creeks and flats are inaccessible
by boat on a low tide. During low-water phases
of the tide, my strategy is to move out and work
channel edges, sunken points, bridges, and rips
where the forage fish are getting flushed out by
fast-moving water into ambush points. Where
the two rivers meet, a series of sandbars causes
rips to form. On a falling tide, this stretch of
water from the Rumson-Sea Bright Bridge all
the way to the Highlands Bridge and beyond
can be a productive area to poke around and
blind-cast on long drifts.

What to Throw and When

The springtime forage in the two rivers is pri-
marily menhaden, though there is an extremely
healthy population of mummichogs, (“killies”)
that are beginning their long spawn season.I’ve
regularly landed striped bass that regurgitated
a mess of these small fish all over the deck of
the boat. Other typical two-river forage fish
include grass shrimp, alewives, and herring.
Given the size difference of these forage fish,
I can throw very large offerings or go light and
fish very small. This fishery is a great place
to try new things and experiment, so don’t be
afraid to throw something unusual.

March

In March when the water is bitterly cold, I
tend to focus my plug activity on no-light
and low-light situations. The still-frigid water
temperature requires painfully slow subsurface
retrieves to entice a hit. For this, I typically
throw soft-plastic swim shads, metal-lipped
divers, and floating Daiwa SP Minnows. Dur-
ing March daylight hours, it can also be produc-
tive to drift bloodworms or bait, then wait to
rest and recharge for the nightshift.

April

April is one of my favorite months to fish the
two rivers. The catch frequency starts to pick
up noticeably as the water warms and the fish-
ery comes alive. Keep an eye out for hovering
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The Navesank and Shrewsbury river systems provide fast action early in the season. Both rivers are
relatively protected, making them fishable on days when heavy winds make the open ocean off limits.

ospreys that are ready to dive since they will
be keyed in on the pods of bunker filling in the
rivers on every tide.

In early April, I stick with subsurface

swimmers and gliders until I start to see more
consistent surface activity. One new lure in my
arsenal this year was the G-Ratt Sneaky Pete
Glide Bait. It is a slow-sink bait that allows
for a nice pause and is equipped with a rattle.
It has a medium to large profile at about 7.5
inches, but the glide it provided was smooth
and I appreciated the ability to fish it at dif-
ferent depths by varying my retrieve speed or
allowing it to sink.
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This respectable striper fell for
the 7-inch Lil’ Doc in late April.

There were times when the small-profile
IslandX Lures Stinger Minnow was the most
productive weapon in my box. The design of
this lure allows for a variety of retrieve speeds
and cadence, though I found that a medium to
slow retrieve, paired with a twitch, caused it

to dart erratically and solicited reaction bites
when other lures could not. The lure’s body is
equipped with a willow blade to provide some
flash and vibration, which was extremely help-
ful when the water clarity was reduced from
recent heavy rain and runoff. It was common

LiP Doc Spook
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for bass to follow this lure for a long distance,
almost mesmerized, before inhaling and erupt-
ing boatside. On any given day when the bite
got picky, downsizing to this level was often
my ticket to success.

Later in the month, once the water tempera-
tures begin to climb, topwater action is hard to
resist. It can be fast and furious, with two, three
or more bass at a time relentlessly attacking
topwaters like they have not eaten in months.
My topwater lures of choice for late April
are the Lil’ Doc Spook and the Hogy Charter
Grade Popper.

May

In May, the topwater bite is still alive and well,
but the two rivers’ fishery starts to change.
Sizeable bluefish invade the river with force
and the bass population slowly starts to thin
out as some continue their migration north into
cooler, bait-rich waters.

Depending on the year, by mid- to late May,
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During low tide, focus on channel edges,
sunken points, bridges, and rips.

the water temperatures in shallow creeks have
increased dramatically to an almost uncomfort-
able level for the bass. Under the cover of dark-
ness in the cooler nighttime air, creeks and flats
off the main rivers can still be productive, but
focus around the mouths of the creeks.

Once we get later into May, drifting eels under

7 Cross-Country ‘
Migration
The two rivers play an interesting role
in the history of striped-bass fishing in
the United States. In 1879, striped bass
were captured in the Navesink River and
put on a train bound for San Francisco,
California.Very few people know that the
gene pool of fish now populating the San
Francisco Bay area, the California coast,
and all the way up to Canada are the de-
scendants of these New Jersey river fish.
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numerous bridges at night will still produce,
but there are probably three blues for every
bass that’s ready to chomp your eel in half. The
bigger bass in the river tend to leave first, but
strong numbers of schoolies stick around into
early June and beyond. May is the month when
you have the best chance at a Two River Grand
Slam, which consists of catching a striped bass,
bluefish, fluke, and weakfish in the same day. In
May, I often downsize my offerings to increase
the probability of finding rogue weakfish.

Access & Planning Your Trip

Access to the rivers is plentiful. It is a very
forgiving environment for all variations of
anglers whether it’s a kayak crew, a wader
gang, bridge folk, or someone trailering a boat.
There are numerous areas to park, rent a boat,
or launch your own.

For those venturing into the rivers for the
first time, be mindful of the ever-changing

The rivers aren’t known for holding very
large fish, but those that are there are
usually quite abundant.

tidal flats and sandbars. The primary chan-
nels have been recently dredged, but they are
never the same as the year before, and charts
can often be outdated or misleading. It is also
worth mentioning that you should be aware
of the new boating regulations regarding life
preservers in New Jersey. A USCG-approved
life jacket is required to be worn at all times
when outside of a cabin on a boat under 26 feet
during the cold-water months (while in motion)
from November 1 to May 1.

The area around the two rivers is home to a
number of tackle shops where you can get the
most recent reports and stock up on what you
need for the day. Giglio’s Bait & Tackle in Sea
Bright, and Tak Waterman in Long Branch are
the closest two shops, so be sure to pay them
a visit. If you are coming from the north or
west, you may find it convenient to stop by the
Tackle Box in Hazlet or Julian’s Bait & Tackle
in Atlantic Highlands. <2
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Chesapeake Rodeo

Seasonal strategies for wrangling bull red drum
in Maryland and Virginia.

he tide had switched to outgoing and,
unfortunately for me, the wind had
switched too, now blowing from the
Northeast. With the change, waves
began building to a level I wasn’t interested
in fighting in my little kayak. I reluctantly
swung my Hobie Outback around and pointed
it toward land. Some friends and I had been
working the outer edge of a giant grass flat in
12 to 15 feet of water. Our target was the jewel
of the Chesapeake, Sciaenops Ocellatus. Red

BY JOHN HOSTALKA

Drum. The fully grown kind.

Earlier that morning, Ethan had picked one
off a small pack of fish, a beautiful upper-
40-inch bull with a big fat broomtail. Nothing
else materialized for the rest of the crew, but I
had pried myself out of bed at the ungodly hour
of 2 a.m., driven bleary-eyed for 4-plus hours,
and pedaled my kayak for 15-plus miles, so |
wasn’t giving up. While the rest of the crew
headed toward the ramp, I made one more push
out to deeper water. By the time I got there,

the waves were easily 4-footers. “Maybe not
today,” I murmured as I turned back toward
land, resigned to the fact that it was going be
a fishless day.

On the way in, I took a shortcut across a
shallow grass flat, hoping to get back before
the winds whipped up any more. As I got into
the shallows, my trolling rod abruptly bent to
the handle. Instinctively, I turned the kayak
around, assuming I had hooked into a sub-
merged stump. It took me a minute before I
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Red drum can be caught with a variety of
lures and techniques, including trolling,
topwater, jigging, and bait.

realized I had run over a school of reds and had
my first bull red of the season on the other end
of my line! A good tug of war ensued before I
slid the fish over the gunwale and onto my lap.
A quick picture, a release, then I cast right back
to where I had hooked up. Big boils of sand and
silt gave the school’s location away. The next
hour and a half brought seven more hookups,
lots of WOOOQOOs, YEEEEWs, and laughter that
no one else could hear above the howling winds.

Hooking into a bull redfish is about as much
fun as you can have with a rod and reel in
your hand. They fight as hard as anything that
swims—I joke that they fight twice as hard as

any striper of similar size. Unlike the struggling
striper population in the Chesapeake Bay, the
redfish population is booming.

Bull redfish are seasonal visitors to Chesa-
peake Bay, arriving in the spring and leaving in
the fall. They prefer water with a higher salinity
(27 to 32 parts per thousand), which means they
are typically found in the bottom third of the
bay, from the Patuxent River south. They are
pack creatures, so while you may see or catch
individual fish, they are known for traveling
in schools, which can range from 20 fish to
several thousand.

Redfish aren’t picky eaters. Typically, they
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will eat whatever you put in front of them un-
less they are actively spawning or have been
heavily pressured. They can be caught using
a variety of tactics from jigging to trolling
to soaking live or cut bait. You can sight-fish
for them during certain times of year when
they can be found near the surface in huge
numbers, or they can be located just as easily
using side-scanning sonar once you learn to
recognize their telltale signatures. While we
have an exceptional fishery for younger year-
class redfish, known to many as puppy drum
or slot reds, the bulls occupy different spaces
than their younger relatives. Puppy drum are
found in skinnier nearshore waters, while bulls
tend to occupy deeper offshore water.

Spring Beginnings

Like the tides that ebb and flow, redfish move
in and out of the bay in a predictable manner.
In the spring, as the Chesapeake slowly warms,
they begin to push back into their beloved
haunts. Things get going in May when the
water temperatures start to reach into the mid-
60s. Look for a full or new moon, as this will
bring in the first flush of overwintering blue
crabs. The crabs bury themselves in the mud
to hibernate through the winter and as soon as
they come out of the mud, red drum are there



The large, powerful tail of the®
red drum moves it over great
distances from offshore and
south until it reaches the
Chesapeake Bay.

JOHN HOSTALKA

waiting for them because they are one of their favorite foods. This can
be some of the most epic fishing of the year as mature redfish appear
seemingly overnight in huge schools of hundreds or thousands of fish.

Since the schools are coming from points south, concentrate your hunt
on the southern portions of the bay near its confluence with the Atlantic.
This is one of the times of year when you have your best chance of get-
ting multiple hook-ups throughout the day and landing lots of fish. The
drum are hungry and you can catch them on just about anything. It is a
time of year that bulls can be found very shallow because these areas
warm up earlier and faster than the larger, deeper main stem sections,
drawing in both crabs and drum. Redfish start their time in the Chesa-
peake region feeding heavily and looking to warm up as they come out
of winter, so it’s a time of year to watch your temperature gauge as well
as your side-scanning sonar.

Late Spring and Early Summer

While the early season bite tends to be in the more southern sec-
tions of the bay, as the temperatures warm up during the transi-
tion to summer, the redfish migration will push north. During this
time there are also more fish arriving at the southern end of the
bay, so the bite will be widespread across the entire region. From
June through mid-July, you can still find fish near shorelines in
shallow-water areas from 4 to 15 feet. As summer temperatures
heat up, however, the reds find their comfort zone in deeper water.

Summer Schools

During the hottest portion of the year, bull redfish move out to deeper
water. They like to keep it cool, with their ideal water temperature around
70 degrees. We begin to see shallow water reaching the 80-degree mark
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around this time of year, so searching deepwater struc-
ture, bridge and dock pilings, and the abundant reefs of
the region are the best options.

Some years, the ocean temperature is quite a bit cooler
than the bay itself. If this is the case, fishing closer to
the mouth of the bay and around the Chesapeake Bay
Bridge Tunnel can be a productive summer strategy.

Redfish begin to spawn during the late summer.
Spawning congregations are typically huge masses of
fish that can be seen on the surface from the mouth of
the bay up to Tangier Sound. Boats working the lower
bay looking for cobia often run into these huge schools.
The high vantage point of a tower certainly helps, but
a good pair of sunglasses and a keen eye are all that
are necessary. I find them regularly even in my kayak.

Be on the lookout for big patches of copper on the
surface. These fish can be pickier when they are spawn-
ing, and their proximity to the surface and all of the
boat noise makes them even more wary. While there is
nothing quite like seeing a monster school bunched up
and hanging out near the surface, there is nothing more
disappointing than having all of those fish simultane-
ously reject your lure and sound. Downsizing to smaller
lures that land quietly and casting to the outside of
the school are extremely important. Using a live crab,
menhaden, or croaker can also help.

Late Summer

As we get into the month of August, Maryland is a good
place to be. Acres of bunker turn into acres of boiling
bull reds. The bite is typically anywhere from Chesa-
peake Beach south to around the Maryland/Virginia line
and tends to be accessible to folks willing to put in 50
to 100 miles a day looking for activity. The fish can be
anywhere from the surface to 60 feet of water. They are
rapidly moving and roaming, so you may see a school
of hundreds of bulls boiling on the surface change to
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a blank screen in a matter of minutes. It is a
big area to sift through, so finding them is the
difficult part. When you do, the action can be
some of the most insane fishing you will ever
experience. Sometimes, the fish are in much
smaller packs or solo underneath breaking
bluefish or rockfish schools that feed on peanut
bunker and bay anchovies. In this case, jigging
smaller spoons or jigs to match the hatch under
the schools of breakers is the best strategy.

Tackle Considerations

Bull redfish will readily eat just about anything
you put in their faces. Since they are protected
and can’t be kept, it is important to use the right
type of gear to ensure a quick fight and the sur-
vival of this important class of spawning fish.

In the Chesapeake region, there are many
advocates of light-tackle fishing. I'm not op-
posed to that mindset, but if you want to chase
bull reds, beef up your tackle to ensure a short
battle and a fish that swims away strong. I
recommend at least a medium-heavy rod with

5000- to 6000-class spinning reel or 300- to
400-size baitcasting reel with a minimum of
30-pound braid and 40-pound leader. Short of
that, you risk breaking off the trophy-class red-
fish you just hooked into, and multiple fish in
the school swimming away with new jewelry.

I typically catch back-to-back fish if I am
able to stay on a school. With lighter gear, I
have to repeatedly re-tie and check my leader.
The ideal line weight is 50-pound-test braid and
7 to 9 feet of 60- to 80-pound-test fluorocarbon
leader. This is what all my setups have, and it
allows power fishing, getting the fish to the
kayak in 5 to 7 minutes, and then casting right
back out to hook another fish.

For lures, I primarily fish soft-plastic paddle-
tails in 5- to 8-inch sizes, with jigheads from
% to 3 ounces, depending on the water depth. I
mainly use Z-Man or NLBN baits. The Z-Mans
paired with an Eye Strike Fishing jighead helps
me catch multiple big fish without having to
replace the lure. The NLBN baits are excel-
lent for the heavy vibration and thump their

paddletails emit; a drawback is that they tear
up after a few fish.

I have caught bulls on a variety of other
lures but don’t recommend using anything
but single-hook lures, both for the danger to
the fish and to the angler. It is much easier to
unhook, revive, and release a fish when using
single-hook lures.

A Grand Exit

As the summer heat begins to moderate and
cooler temperatures arrive, everything in the
Chesapeake starts to move. Warm-weather
visitors get the message that it’s time to begin
their seasonal trek south. As they exit the bay,
bull reds are in full feeding mode, building up
fat reserves for the winter and the migration
ahead. Many, presumably, are following the
schools of mullet and menhaden that also make
their way south during this time.

By Mid-September, we usually get some of
our first coastal storms and cooling tempera-
tures. This is one of the best times to target

I don’t recommend using anything but single-hook lures,
both for the danger to the fish and to the angler.
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Mid September is one of the best times to target big red drum in the lower Chesapeake Bay.

big redfish in the lower portions of the bay.
The Chesapeake Bay Bridge Tunnel is a well-
known fall redfish hot spot. Unlike the rest of
the year, when reds are frequently found in big
numbers, I rarely see fish in groups this time of
year. They are more dispersed throughout the
area, though they can be caught by jigging the
down-current side of the pilings and islands
of the tunnel. Since it is an area with heavy
current, it is not recommended for a novice
kayaker or boat operator. Boat positioning is
crucial because you want to get your jig as close
to the pilings as possible.

Having a jighead heavy enough for the
conditions is also important. I recommend
one that’s at least 2 or 3 ounces in weight,
along with a stout hook. My favorites are

&Y FISHERMEN’S

¥y SUPPLY, CO.

LIGHTSO uT

LURES
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made by Eye Strike Fishing and NLBN,
though many anglers like using 8-inch Gulp
Grubs this time of year. Sometimes, fresh-
cut bait or live croaker, which are abundant
around the bridge, can outfish other offer-
ings. You have to try out different tactics
to see what the fish want on any given day.
One of the biggest challenges in catching red-
fish in this area is the structure itself. A hooked
redfish in 30 feet of water can run you into and
through several sets of pilings. Being prepared
to chase down your fish once hooked and be-
ing able to maneuver through and around the
obstacles while also fighting the current is a
unique fishing challenge.

This is not the time of year for light leader.
Even 80-pound fluorocarbon can be no match

for a bull red when it’s wrapped around a
barnacle-encrusted bridge piling. A kayak has
some advantage in the ability to maneuver in
a bridge-side bull fight.

September is a grand way to end a season of
bull red wrangling, but regardless of the time
of year, it’s important to take good care of your
drum before releasing it to maintain the produc-
tivity of this fishery. If you are going to take a
picture of your catch, support its belly and hold
it horizontally. Anglers can inflict permanent
damage to a 40-plus-pound fish by lifting it up
by the gill plates or holding it vertically. Get
them back in the water quickly, ensuring they
are revived and able to swim off on their own
before sending them on their way to return to the
Chesapeake for many seasons to come. <g2{
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Fluke

Light-tackle trolling and
deep-water fluke fishing
keep anglers busy at the
end of summer in the
New York Bight.

BY JIMMY FEE

y coffee didn’t survive for 5
minutes after we broke the inlet.
After the through-the-night drive
from Ocean City, New Jersey to
Freeport, New York, I’d been counting on that
caffeine to keep the senses sharp for a day of
fluke fishing off Long Island’s South Shore. I
watched with dread as the metal mug dismounted
from the cutting board onto the deck of Captain
Doug Toback’s 35-foot Duffy, where its contents
drained out the scuppers and into an ocean that
was just beginning to reflect the predawn light.
Fluke, large fluke, were the primary target of
the trip. Every August, Doug devotes his days
to running farther to find the largest fluke of the
season as they begin their offshore migration
through the New York Bight to the edge of the
continental shelf. I didn’t want to be groggy for
the chance at my largest flatfish of the year, so [
welcomed the news that we’d be stopping part-
way to the fluke grounds for a warmup bonito
troll. Nothing clears brain fog like the sound of
a screaming drag.
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Toback watches his electronics closely to find subtle strutcures that other

captains overlook.

Atlantic bonito were everywhere in 2024.
They arrived early in New England and settled
into midshore tuna grounds off New Jersey and
New York in immense numbers. DJ Toback,
Doug’s son and first mate on Corazon Fishing
Charters, had set only two of the four-rod trolling
spread when we had the first knockdown. Over
the next couple hours, DJ managed to set all four
rods only twice, and even then, it was a matter of
minutes before another bonito interrupted him.

Doug’s bonito spread looks like a miniaturized
tuna spread. He sets two small trolling feathers
on flat-line clips just beyond the propwash. Be-
yond them, he fishes two tiny, three-arm spreader
bars fitted with 2- to 3-inch soft-plastic squids.
The spread kept bonito with the boat all morning,
leaving DJ, Nick Cancelliere, and me in a nearly
constant state of fighting fish.

The seas, though calming, had built to 6 feet
earlier in the week, courtesy of a stiff south wind.
The lumpy conditions may have triggered the
bonitos’ frenzied feeding, and they definitely
thinned out the would-be fleet working the area.
Being able to comfortably sail in such “crowd-
controlling” forecasts is exactly what led Doug
to a Downeast-style boat.

The Corazon had arich fishing history before
finding its way to Doug in September 2020. For
years, it worked the waters of Montauk as the
Westlake,and while it had, as Doug puts it, “good
karma and a great layout,” it needed some love.
Over the next 9 months, Doug and DJ, partnering
with Baldwin Harbor Marine replaced “basically,
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The Corazon, a 35-foot Duffy, allows Toback and his crew to fish everything

from big stripers just off the beach to overnighters in the Canyons.

everything” on the 35-foot Duffy.

The upgraded vessel has a spacious, climate-
controlled cabin, a large cockpit with plenty of
fishing room, and a stable, fast ride that allows
Doug to fish everything from stripers just off the
beach to overnighters in the canyons.

Our bonito ranged from frisky 2-pounders to
larger fish pushing 7 pounds, with the big ones
putting up spirited battles on the light conven-
tional tackle. We kept a few, released a bunch,
and stayed on the troll into the mid-morning,
hoping to pull a bluefin out of the bonito swarm.
Yet, besides a stray bluefish and an early false
albacore for Nick, we couldn’t get past the bones.

With the crew properly warmed up, Toback
pushed the boat south for another 30 minutes
before pulling back the throttles at one of his big
fluke numbers. During the ride, DJ passed around
bowls of chicken rice, an Ecuadorian specialty
and the house favorite at the Toback residence.
It was immediately apparent why. As we ate our
first and second servings, the seas mellowed out,
and after lamenting that his wife makes chicken
rice only when DJ is home from college, Toback
explained his fluke program.

The strategy involves short drifts over small
pieces of structure. As he sets up each drift,
Doug remains at the wheel, eyes on his fishfind-
er, working together with his crew, instructing
them when to drop. Anyone still fiddling with
their rig, checking their phone, or otherwise
day-dreaming risks dropping their rig too late
and having their baits land behind the structure,

where undersized sea bass greedily attack the
squid and spearing combos.

Doug’s go-to fluke rig is a high-low rig fitted
with floating jigheads, made by M3 Tackle. He
supplies his crew with the standard spearing
and squid pennants, but breaks the mold when
it comes to scented artificials, opting for Fish-
Bites over Berkley Gulp. I’ve used my share of
FishBites over the years, baiting my surf kingfish
rigs with the company’s imitation bloodworms,
but I had never fished them for fluke. The bait is
made of a scented paste molded around a mesh
strip that holds it onto the hook. In the water, the
bait slowly dissolves, sending out a scent trail
and attracting the fish. They act as an insurance
policy against bait-stealing species, keeping
anglers from “fishing on credit” when coming
through the sweet spot.

We dropped the FishBites E-Z Squid, a white
segmented ribbon that Toback cut into roughly
5-inch lengths. The synthetic bait, paired with the
colorful skirted hooks and natural baits, made a
robust offering to the fluke below, with the goal
of enticing the fish that met New York’s strict
minimum size.

In 2024, New York split the fluke season, with
the firsthalf —May 4 to August 1 —carrying a 19-
inch size limit, and the second half —traditionally
the trophy fluke season for Long Island’s western
South Shore—bumping the minimum size to
19.5 inches. In my old fishing photo albums,
there are plenty of pictures of me grinning widely
while holding fluke that, today, would not even



DJ Toback's last drift doormat inspired the crew to check some lobster pots Bonito bit so quickly, it was nearly impossible to set the full four-rod spread

for mahi on the ride in. without hooking a fish.
be New York keepers. It’s a common theme throughout the Northeast, is common.
Meeting those high minimum sizes, along  with fishermen making similar and longer runs To effectively fish these depths, and keep the

with having a shot at a doormat, is what drives  to fluke grounds beyond Block Island or Nan-  fishing fun, fishermen scale down their braided
captains like Toback farther offshore for fluke. tucket, where fishing water as deep as 100 feet line to the ultra-thin 20-pound test. This cuts
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One bonito in the boat and another on the line.

down on water resistance, and therefore, the
amount of lead needed to hold bottom, which
allows anglers to fish lighter, more fun tackle.
On the Corazon, Toback outfits his crews with
Daiwa Harrier slow-pitch jigging rods and
Daiwa Lexa baitcasting reels that sit comfortably
in the palm, making it easy to impart action to
the rig below.

Over the years I always found it remarkable
that the most abundant fluke size manages to
be just an inch under whatever the minimum
length happened to be. And so it was aboard the
Corazon. We caught 17- and 18-inchers aplenty,
and the first drift yielded a 21-incher that Toback
deftly netted for me.

Though I’d been warned, I was still surprised
by the shortness of Toback’s drifts. They were
downright surgical as he focused on structure
that the substantial fleet of fluke-obsessed New
Yorkers easily overlook.

Toback locates these spots by marking a
waypoint every time he sees rubble, bait on the

QUALITY « VALUE * PRICE

bottom, or a lump. Even while drifting reefs,
he makes a new waypoint whenever a fish is
hooked. Over time, this has created areas of
clustered waypoints at different depths on his
chart plotter, and he’s able to find the patterns
among all that data to help him locate the fish.
It’s familiar territory for Toback, whose previ-
ous career was technology and data analysis on
Wall Street.

On the soft bottom beyond the structure, in
addition to the short sea bass, we caught plenty of
ling. It had been years since I’d caught more than
one or two ling on a trip, so it was great to see
this small member of the cod family coming up
two or three at a time on a few consecutive drifts.

Bug-eyed, slug-shaped, and equipped with
long, tentacle-like fins, ling—officially known
as red hake—are one of the uglier bottom-
dwellers of the New York Bight. Despite their
homeliness, small size, and general lack of
spirit on the end of a line, in decades past, ling
kept headboats full and sailing right through

272 CC
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the winter months. Their abundance and firm,
white meat drew crowds of anglers seeking both
a cure for cabin fever and fresh fillets. We added
the ling to a cooler and continued our drifts in
search of fluke.

It’s a rarity that a fishing trip saves the best
for last. Most often, the peak comes sometime in
the middle, with a tapering off of both the fish-
ing action and angler enthusiasm until everyone
agrees that it’s time to head for the barn. My trip
aboard the Corazon followed that trajectory as
the undersized fluke became more infrequent,
and only one more keeper hit the deck during
more than a dozen drifts.

Toback declared the final drift over another
of his favorite fluke numbers, and as soon as he
declared “Drop them,” three fluke rigs headed
for the bottom. I was staring down the barrel
of my rod, willing a fluke to bite when, in my
peripheral vision, I saw DJ swing.

The rod bucked wildly and bent to the foregrip,
its soft action dampening the ferocity of the
fluke’s headshakes and keeping the hook from
tearing free. DJ worked the fish to the surface and
Doug stabbed out with the net, and the father-son
duo closed the deal on the New York Doormat.

Enthusiasm reignited, Toback took the long
way home, seeing if any of the lobster pot buoys
would offer up a mahi to add one last splash of
color to the cooler. We found the mahi, but they
were deep and sulking, showing no interest in our
baits, perhaps already having been targeted by
another boat heading in from the tuna grounds.

With that, Toback plotted a course toward
Jones Inlet. I found my long-ago emptied coffee
mug and tossed it in my pack before grabbing
a seat in the Corazon’s comfortable cabin. I
considered closing my eyes and grabbing a
quick nap as the boat bounded over the gentle
swell, but despite the early wake-up call and
unintentional caffeine fast, I discovered I was

wide awake. <R
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2025 SEASON PLANNER

LONG ISLAND

JEFF LOMONACO

have. These creatures of habit make it possible for people like me to
write this column season after season. The truth is, if you spend enough
time out there and observantly pay attention to patterns, you will be, at
the very least, a moderately successful fisherman as time goes on.

Repeating your successes, following patterns,
and (hopefully) learning to avoid things that lead
to “failures” are paramount. Figuring out these
patterns is what makes this game so enjoyable.
While much of the fishing went according to
plan this past season, there were definitely a
few curveballs thrown our way.

The Beginnings

We don’t always “get it right,” but there’s some-
thing so satisfying about those times when we
do—especially when it’s the first outing for a
given species. Where I fish on the eastern end
of the island, the salt scene doesn’t really kick
in until mid-April. I’'m usually itching to bend a
rod locally before then, even if the fish on the end
of my line is a lowly pond dweller. In the cold
months, my experiences in previous years told
me that when I get a string of a few warmer days,
it’s likely that fish will be looking to feed. That
bit of knowledge and experience motivated me
to go wet a line. During a stop at a local pond,
a boil behind my slowly-twitched suspending
jerkbait, followed by a smash from a good-sized
fish, gave me affirmation. With that, I was off and
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ike many things in nature, fish are predictable in the ways they be-

running for the 2024 season.

Though I was content catching
pickerel in late March, the guys on the
very western end of the island were starting to
catch the first schoolie stripers of the year. By
mid-April, anglers in Raritan Bay, Jamaica Bay,
and a couple of the western North Shore harbors
were already catching big fish on light tackle as
I watched enviously from afar. It was also “that
time of year” out my way, albeit for smaller fish,
so I made my first run to a spot back in the marsh
on the right part of the tide. I was sure the first
migratory schoolies that had traveled a couple
of hundred miles would definitely be waiting
with mouths open to grab my fly, just as they
had every other year.

Despite my confidence, that didn’t happen.
Unfortunately, I found this to be a recurring
theme during the early spring. The bass were
not coming to their usual spots, which was
frustrating for me and many other anglers.
So much for my “creatures of habit” claim.
Strangely, more fish were actually caught on
the ocean beaches in early spring than in the
usual back-bay areas.

As we transitioned into May, the bite began
to normalize, with more bass following their
usual eastward progression. The Sound had
an amazing run of big fish that were targetable
with large spooks and poppers in areas where
structure and bait were holding them. On the
South Shore in late May, big bodies of very large
fish were on the bunker schools. I was able to
catch a few of them on my little flats skiff on
days when the weather was nice enough. I even
had some fun with the fly rod on big schools of
smaller migratory fish that were cruising tight
to the beach and feeding on what looked to be
bay anchovies. This was atypical for that time
of year, but I wasn’t complaining.

The Blues

In the first week or two of May, most bays along
the South Shore of Long Island usually get an
invasion of big, bruiser bluefish. As many people
know, I always look forward to feverishly pursu-
ing blues for the 4 weeks or so that they’re here
in force. The thrill of sight-fishing for 10-pound-
plus fish is exhilarating. Unfortunately, the action
was sparse and short-lived across most of the
island this season.

Where I fish out east, I had very limited shots
at bluefish over the course of a week and half.
I was glad to be able to connect with some nice
ones, and there were at least a couple days with
decent numbers, too. For the majority of the
island, fishermen “crying the blues” seemed to
be the consensus. As we shifted into summer, the
Sound had good fishing for them out in the deep,
and they were big, fat, bunker-fed fish.

Bottom Bouncing

In the summer months, striper fishing slowed
down a bit. Out east, we never quite got down
to summer-doldrum levels because the bass bite
remained pretty decent through June and July,
but many anglers shifted their focus to other spe-
cies. For me, it was the other bass —largemouth.
For many, it was fluke, plus the other saltwater
bass—black sea bass.

Locally in Shinnecock, we had a very good
summertime fluke bite for guys bouncing
bucktails in the bay. The fish were abundant,
with plenty of keepers mixed in to make things
interesting. Much of the island had similar action
at one point or another throughout the summer.
The North Shore had amazing light-tackle fluke-
jigging action from Smithtown Bay to Mattituck.




The fall of 2024 saw a sparse run of false albacore across most

of Long Island.

Massive numbers of flatfish, and plenty of good-
sized ones feeding on sand eels, were readily
hitting light bucktails in shallow water. Fishing
them in combination with Gulp or spearing made
for nonstop action on the right tides.

On the sea bass front, it all went as expected.
During the first week or two of the season, fisher-
men had keepers on the local ocean reefs. Once
that was picked over, it was primarily shorts be-
ing caught. Those who fished the lesser-known
wrecks and the widespread rocky structure off
Montauk and Block were able to continue catch-
ing keepers for the dinner table throughout the
duration of the season.

What’s an Albie?

Never heard of them! For nut jobs like me,
who all but write off every other species in
September and October to chase little tunny, this
season was a bust. In the waters I fish around
the South Fork, there was one day when they
showed up and did their “normal” albie thing
outside the inlet—blitzing in less than 50 feet
of water—and it lasted a whole 30 minutes.
Even thought it was only a few small pods,
I was lucky enough to get my fly into one of
them at the right time and bring a fly-caught
albie to the boat.

Despite the lack of fish, I remained vigilant
and put in lots of effort and time looking for
albies whenever the sea conditions allowed.
I nearly drove myself to the point of insanity
while missing out on excellent striper fishing.
On one day in October, I managed to feed the fly
to a few more albies in deep water 4 to 5 miles
offshore. Unless anglers were fishing one small
area that held them in Long Island Sound during
a 2-week period, there were almost zero albies

to the east end bays.

to be had anywhere else around the island. The
North Fork had none, and even Montauk didn’t
have any until they finally decided to show up in
the first week of November for a short stint. You
were more likely to see bluefin tuna inshore this
year than albies. In fact, one day, while “albie
wishing,” I was lucky enough to see a handful
of giant bluefin tuna come inside the inlet to
blitz on bluefish, which was probably the most
incredible sight I’ll ever see.

Thankfully, the lack of albies was somewhat
made up for by a great run of bonito. We had
a ton of those little speedsters zipping around
this fall. The South Shore had a handful of mo-
ments, but bonito fishing was especially good in
the Sound—it was like a flashback to the early
2000s. Finally, we could reliably catch bonito
in the 3- to 6-pound range, with some pushing
double-digits to boot. It was awesome to see a
revival of this once bountiful fishery, and I hope
it’s a sign of good things to come in the future
for them.

The Fall Run

If you didn’t spend your entire fall looking for
albies, there was some absolutely stellar striper
fishing to be had. October on the ocean side
hosted an incredible sand-eel bite. I'll proudly
go ahead and claim that this was a prediction I
got right—even a broken clock is right twice a
day. For the boat guys and right up on the beach
for surfcasters, the number of stripers feeding
on schools of sand eels was absurd. The entire
month of October had waves of fish of all sizes,
from 30- to 50-pound cows to schoolies and
everything in between moving down the beach.
Basically, any Tom, Dick, or Harry armed with
a tin and tube from Montauk to Jones Beach

Early spring brought bruiser bluefish, and fewer striped bass than expected,

was able to consistently catch bass. Some also
got to have fun with light-tackle and fly setups,
with wild surface feeds coinciding with “jig
fish” holding mid-water column. The sand-eel
bite continued well through November, and the
nice thing was that they kept the bite going into
December on the western end of the island as
the final push of stripers moved through.

Lots of things went according to plan this
season, but there were some shoulder-shrugging
moments when many usual patterns didn’t
unfold. One never really does know for certain
what is going to happen on any given day, or
month, for that matter. I guess that’s what keeps
it interesting when you do this year in and year
out. It was still a great season here on Long
Island, especially if you were willing to adapt
a little and step outside of your usual approach.

Before the 2025 season begins, I’ve got ducks
to shoot and bonefish to catch on my honeymoon
in a few weeks. Somehow I have to make up for
the week of fishing that I missed while getting
married in October! <2

OUTFITTERS
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2025 SEASON PLANNER

NEW JERSEY

CAPTAIN BRETT TAYLOR

As with any fishing season, 2024 had its up and downs, with
an inconsistent fluke bite due to a variety of factors (wind,
wind, and more wind), but epic sea bass and tuna bites later
in the season. Striped bass and tautog were steady, but the fall
season produced much more reliable action.

Great for Sea Bass,

Slower for Fluke

Of all the fishing that occurred during 2024, sea
bass was the most consistent because there were
phenomenal numbers of fish on nearly every
wreck, rock pile, and piece of structure off New
Jersey. Both spring and fall seasons yielded
similar results, with full boat limits through a
good portion of the season, followed by more
challenging angling due to wrecks being picked
over toward the end of seasons. Clams, Gulp,
and diamond jigs worked best.

Fluke fishing in New Jersey was downright
tough at times this past season. Anglers, charters,
and head boats got hammered during July with
seemingly non-stop southernly winds that kept
ocean water temperatures to a balmy 60 degrees.
Divers reported fluke on the reefs and wrecks,
but feeding was almost nonexistent. August
rebounded with excellent fishing at reef, wrecks,
and some open bottom areas. By the time the
ocean bite was at its epic stages, September’s
tropical entities rolled in to close out the fishing
season. It ended like a firework that goes up but
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doesn’texplode, leaving

onlookers with a sense
of letdown.

Striped bass was slower in the spring, even on
Raritan Bay. However, the fall fishing made up
for what the spring lacked. Numbers of large
fish on bunker, followed by schools of deep fish
eating jigs, made for memorable days. Bay an-
glers reported smaller fish during the spring and
fall around the marshes and secluded sod banks.

The yellowfin tuna fishing started off slowly,
but finished with some of the best canyon tuna
fishing in September and October. In fact,
October was an exceptional month, with large
numbers of yellowfin being taken on sardine
and butterfish chunks. Anglers making the
canyon runs were rewarded with boxes full of
tuna, mahi, and even a few tiles for the deep-
droppers. The bluefin bite off New Jersey has
really become special, with more and more
anglers beginning to go after these large fish.
Fall fishing brought some of the best bluefin
tuna action—fish up to 80 inches were landed
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on gear from 80-wide conventionals to heavy-
duty spinning tackle. Anglers reported getting
their cardio workouts with these large inshore
pelagics.

New Year Toggin’

Anglers fishing hard for whitechins through
December and into the new year understand that
the bite is almost exclusively on white leggers,
the fish are deep, and the action is on the slower
side. When hitting a wreck during the new year,
it’s imperative that vessels stay to develop a
bite; sometimes, this may take dealing with an
hour or so of scratchy bites before they begin
feeding. If boredom sets in and you move to a
new wreck, the process will begin all over again.
Deep-water reef sites or wrecks are the key to
cashing in on these fish. Fishing further to the
south off Cape May and Delaware will catch
better numbers of larger tautog.
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ALAN YEE

The yellowfin season started slow, but September and October brought a

lights-out chunk bite in the canyons.

First Stripers of the Season
With the warmer temperatures, if it’s anything
like January 2024, striped bass on jigs and swim
shads should produce action through this month.
In my experience, look for marks on the sonar
or sporadic bird action and cast out your swim
shads, allowing them to sink if you are marking
fish toward the bottom. Even though smaller
fish signify the end of the run, there is usually a
batch of larger fish following schools of herring
and other baitfish.

White Perch
January is not too early to work the back creeks
and channels, from the Mullica River to the

Grpmpys Tackle
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NE Central Ave. Seas
732.830.1900
www.grumpystackle.com

.

1de Park, NJ

Cohansey, in search of hungry white perch. The
key is finding nice drop-offs and holes during the
winter. White perch are active when the water
temperatures are between 40 to 48 degrees. They
will feed aggressively along brackish tidal lines,
coves, and entrances to small creeks carved into
sod banks. Cut bloodworms on two-hook rigs
work, but grass shrimp is better—that is, if you
can find them yourself or buy them from a South
Jersey tackle shop that stocks them. In the winter,
aquart will last for a fishing outing. I recommend
using two to three grass shrimp per hook.

Just because it’s the New Year, that doesn’t
mean fishing adventures end for the winter. It
simply means that they’ve just begun. =2
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White perch fishing is best when water temperatures fall between 40 and 48
degrees in brackish backwaters.

OCEANICIT)Y, NJ

REadfsh

Back Country
Striped Bass Trips

, Ocean Front Fishing

Fly Fishing

Everything You Need for:
Suricasting - Inshorei- Ofishore

- Custom Rods
- Rod & Reel Repair
Fishing Reports - Grumpy Gear - Fresh & Frozen
Bait - Full Selection of Rods, Reels, & Tackle

OTW | ANGLER’S ALMANAC 2025 201



2025 SEASON PLANNER

CHESAPEAKE BAY

ALEX GALLARDO-PEREZ

! ooking ahead in 2025, anglers are excited by some changes
occurring in Chesapeake Bay, but there are also growing
concerns about the challenges that certain fisheries have been

experiencing.

Over the past two years, southern migratory
fish species, such as red drum, speckled trout,
and flounder, are staying in the bay longer and
showing up in larger numbers each year. For
anglers in the middle to upper parts of the bay,
these fish provide more and better fishing op-
portunities from spring to fall.

On the other hand, there are also some nega-
tive shifts in the middle and upper bay, with
blue catfish taking over certain areas in the
spring and migrating to the upper bay later in
the summer. This change has significantly
impacted the populations of native fish like
white perch, channel catfish, and striped
bass, reducing their numbers, but it also
offers a new fishery for the region.

January/February
During the first months of the year,
I anticipate another good run of mi-
gratory striped bass, similar to the
outstanding 2024 run, which was one
of the best in a decade. Due to milder
winter temperatures, more baitfish—
predominantly peanut bunker and
adult bunker—have been staying in
the middle to lower Chesapeake Bay
throughout the winter. Productive
areas for locating large striped bass
that feed on the bunker range from
Chesapeake Beach to Solomons Island
along the shipping channel edges, as
well as the mouth of the Potomac River
near the Target Ship.

Anglers should also look for fish in shal-
low water, particularly in early February,
as big bass begin moving up into rivers

in late July.

plugs, and heavy metal jigs
are effective for targeting
larger striped bass. Local fa-
vorite lures include Z-Man’s
7-inch DieZel MinnowZ on
1- to 2-ounce jigheads and
Shimano Current Sniper
80-gram metal jigs.
Fishing for chain pickerel
is also rewarding, as these
fish are feeding heav-
ily in preparation for
their spawn, making it
a great option for an-
| glers on windy days
when open-water
striped bass fishing
isn’t feasible.

) .

Big schools of bull redfish
move into the lower bay
to chase bunker schools

March/April

During March and April, our early
spring fisheries bloom with numerous
options throughout the Chesapeake
and its tributaries.

Fishing for yellow perch in early
March is a Maryland tradition that
marks the start of the fishing sea-
son. March is also the last month
that Maryland anglers can catch
and release striped bass before the

one-month closure in April. With
predicted warmer spring temperatures,
the annual shad run may begin as early
as late March on the Potomac River and
its tributaries, with hickory shad arriving
first, followed by American shad. Last

Shimano  year’s shad run was successful despite
to stage for spawning. Big paddletails Current  rain-induced fishing delays.
on jigheads, large plastic and wooden Sniper Blue catfishing from late March
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through April has become a popular spring fish-
ing opportunity. With its population increasing
rapidly over the past four years, many now
reach up to 50 pounds. The middle to upper
bay regions have good concentrations of blue
catfish; they move from the central bay region
in March to the upper bay from late April into
early summer. Sandy Point State Park is a hot
spot for shore anglers targeting blue catfish dur-
ing the spring, while boat anglers can anchor
and chunk bait such as mud shad or bunker at
the mouths of the Magothy and Severn rivers.

May/June

May and June are quieter months in the upper
to middle bay regions. Anglers are looking
forward to the reopening of striped bass fishing
in Maryland waters with the summer season
starting in mid-May. Summer species like spot
and speckled trout begin to appear, with spot



showing up throughout the bay and speckled
trout congregating in the southern portions such
as Tangier Sound.

Once the striped bass fishery reopens, live-
lining spot is a popular technique from summer
into early fall. Using 4- to 6-inch live spot on
5/0 to 7/0 circle hooks is ideal. Non-offset
(inline) circle hooks are legally required when
live-lining for striped bass, so remember to
keep them handy if you plan to fish with natu-
ral baits. The Bay Bridge pilings are excellent
structure for striped bass in early summer.

Speckled trout spawn in some creeks off the
Tangier Sound around the full moon at the end
of May; they’ve become a burgeoning fishery
due to warmer water temperatures. Explore
areas like Deal Island, Bloodsworth Island,
and Fishing Bay for speckled trout in late May
and June.

Bluefish begin to arrive around the mouth
of the Potomac River in early June, and they’1l
push up to Chesapeake Beach by the end of
the month. Trolling small spoons on planers is
one tried-and-true method to find them early
on. Use #1 and #2 planers and keep the speed
between 6 to 8 knots.

July/August

In mid- to late summer, changes in the middle
to upper bay become noticeable, with more
southern species arriving in better sizes and
numbers.

Last year, there was a notable influx of
puppy drum by July, growing larger over the
summer. The average size was in the 18- to
26-inch slot range, with plenty from 15 to 22
inches, and some reaching the upper slot size.
Last year, there were also decent numbers of
flounder throughout the region, most of which
measured around 15 to 16 inches. Fishing small
paddletails on jigheads near shallow-water
structure was an effective technique for puppy
drum and flounder. Drifting over hard bottom
and bouncing a jig with a Gulp Swimming
Mullet also attracted flounder due to the Gulp’s
irresistible scent. Eastern Bay, Bay Bridge, and
any hard-bottom reefs are prime areas for both
puppy drum and flounder.

Spanish mackerel also enter the lower bay
around mid- to late July near the Target Ship
area and the mouth of the Potomac River. Last
season, there was a poor mackerel run, but
hopes are high for a rebound this season.

Big schools of bull redfish, many of re-
markable size, move through to chase bunker
schools by late July and early August. This

fishery requires covering a lot
of open water to find schools
of drum either actively feed-
ing or relocating. Every year
varies, but they always appear
and, recently, they’ve been
staying in the bay longer due
to warmer weather and water
temperatures. Check the waters
between the Potomac River’s
mouth and Chesapeake Beach
to track their movement.
Cobia join the party by early
summer and their population
increases around late August;
sometimes, they’re even mixed
in with redfish schools. Their
range in the bay changes an-
nually and, more recently,
with the exceptionally warm
summers, they have been push-
ing further north to areas like
Chesapeake Beach. However,
major concentrations of cobia

Large striped bass return to
the bay in late November where
they’ll feed on bunker into the
winter months.

are found along the Target Ship
down to Virginia waters into the early fall.

September/October

September features peak cobia fishing in the
bay’s lower section. The season closes on Sep-
tember 15, and the best opportunities to catch
a big one occur during the weeks leading up
to that closure. Fishing from Solomons down
to Smith Point in Virginia is prime cobia ter-
ritory. Most anglers target cobia by chunking
bait on the bottom, trolling, or sight-fishing.
For bottom chunking, head to the Target Ship
and channel edge off Smith Point. Trolling a
surgical tube with a planer along the shipping
channels, or just south of the Target Ship’s
humps, is also very effective. Sight-fishing
involves scanning the channels from a high
vantage point and casting live eels, twitchbaits,
swim shads, or bucktail jigs at surface-cruising
cobia, hoping for a reaction strike.

As September turns to October, we return
to striped bass fishing in the upper bay. The
shallow-water bite peaks from late September
to early October, with topwater lures preferred
in the mornings and evenings. During the day,
when striped bass are less likely to feed on the
surface, stickbaits or 3- to 4-inch paddletails
on jigheads are most effective. This is the time
of year when upper bay anglers enjoy a mixed
bag, with a bycatch including puppy drum and
some speckled trout.

November/December

November brings us full circle as we await
the return of migratory striped bass, which
may occur as early as late November or mid-
December. Most resident fish hold in open
water, pursuing schools of bunker in the
middle to lower sections of the bay. By mid-
December, the harvest season for striped bass
ends and it’s catch-and-release regulations
for the winter months. The lower Potomac
River is typically the first area to see larger
fish. Depending on water temperatures and
the remaining bait options, the fish gradu-
ally push north into middle bay areas around
Chesapeake Beach. o2
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In The Wake continued from page 206

bellbottom trouser cuffs, faded denim shirts,
and a few of the discolored white swabbie
caps reminiscent of World War II seamen.

At the club, there was an unspoken
regimen for non-boat owners and guests.
No one ever invited you to go fishing with
them unless you had something to offer.
When I became a slender but strong hand
at rowing and was able to turn over the soil
on the cobble beaches to extract clams and
sea worms, my stock among the members
rose. The fact that I could take a lunch or
breakfast order, then run to the Bridge Diner
and return before the coffee and food had
cooled, further enhanced my status.

By the time I earned my place aboard a
few of the flat-bottom work skiffs of the
day, there were several things I was made
aware of. The club’s caretaker took me
aside and enlightened me on the protocol of
shipping aboard. One of those rules was that
the captain/owner was always right, even
when I was certain he wasn’t. He then went
through a litany of conventional practices,
along with a warning that some of those
old codgers would take advantage of me at
every opportunity. He said that I should be
aware of this but handle any grievances in
a respectful manner. All that information
was taken as gospel and filed in my memory
bank for future reference.

I shipped aboard with a few real cheap-
skates as well as one malicious scallywag,

but Captain George had a good heart and
was a man of his word. If he promised me a
dollar for clams, worms, or blueshell crabs,
he was always right there with the money.
He loved fishing but could never lay claim
to being a successful angler and needed all
the help he could get. As the caretaker put
it, “If George comes back to the dock with
a striper or two, it’s for certain the fish were
committing suicide.” That is how I came to
be a mate aboard the craft of this hapless
wannabe angler.

He owned a 14-foot wooden skiff that
was in very good condition and an Elgin
outboard of questionable reliability. Once
primed and started with the choke pulled out
just a notch, that engine would run smoothly
for about a half hour, but as soon as he at-
tempted to slow it down to trolling speed,
it began to cough, belch, and falter until it
finally stalled. In all fairness, most of those
old outboards ran well at cruising speed,
but their idling routine was extremely prob-
lematic. I was told by one savvy outboard
mechanic that the engines were metered to
feed about the same amount of fuel running
at higher speeds as they did when trolling,
so when they were throttled down, they
flooded due to excessive and inaccurate
fuel metering. Whatever the reason, I was
thankful for those engines’ foibles as they
kept my rowing services in high demand.

George was an elderly man who wore a
shabby pair of taped spectacles. He claimed
he only needed them to read, but we all knew

better. He could see the bridge and the piers,
but when it came to reading warning signs
for the high-tension wires or the ranges at
the towers on the shoreline, George squinted
and asked me to decipher them for him. The
caretaker and other more perceptive club
members claimed he was as blind as a bat.
The problem was that George did not have
a very good sense of just how close his boat
was to the shoreline and the rocks, so he was
constantly hitting bottom and breaking shear
pins. (The shear pins fit in the drive-shaft
slot of the propellers so that when the blades
struck a rock, the sacrificial pins broke and
saved the more expensive propellers.)

The trouble with George was that he
was almost always in the rocks. Someone
surmised that he must have once caught a
fish at the same time he bumped a rock, so
he associated that with success. This was
not the case, but George was stubborn, and
that is where “the captain is always right”
rule came into play. As an obedient boy,
I followed orders except when they were
certain to get me (or my charges) injured or
in trouble. On quite a few occasions when
fishing with George, he would insist that
we were not close enough to shore when I
knew we were already much too close to the
rocks for comfort.

Whenever I pleaded my case, he would
take the oars (or the tiller if the outboard
was running) and bring us nearly against the
rocks. I was not afraid of drowning, but even
at that tender age, [ was concerned about my

Stripers love rocky habitat and prefer feeding along rugged coastal structure; that is, until you run the shadow and noise of your engine over their heads. If you
make a pass, go around the structure and then turn the boat in a way to present the lures over that habitat and your score will improve tremendously.
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reputation. I thanked God that the man who
built George’s boat had the foresight to run
three thick oak strakes fore and aft along
the bottom to protect the planking when
the boat was hauled up onto rocky beaches.
Those strakes and a thick keel prevented the
old-timer from stoving in the bottom planks
of his heavy skiff.

On a warm, late-July evening, George had
driven us up on the rocks at the point midway
between the power lines and the Somerset
Shipyard when a suicidal striper swallowed
his sinking Cape Cod spinner and took off for
deep water. [ was hanging on for dear life as
the boat rocked and pivoted on the boulder,
but George paid me no mind as that fish was
more important to him than a bent prop, bro-
ken shear pin, or drowned oarsman. I finally
stuck the gaff in the striper’s open maw and
needed help sliding it over the rail just as
the wind and an incoming tide floated us off
our hazardous perch. I rowed the skiff onto
the beach, where George removed the prop
nut, then knocked in one of the homemade
10-penny nails he had cut to size to use in
place of the shear pins.

Despite the distorted potato-chip prop, we
caught four more fish that night and George
rewarded me with a fish and more money
than his customary compensation. I thanked
him and ran all the way home because it was
far after my curfew and my mom had already

sent the posse of older boys out to search
for me. When the caretaker was informed
of the events of that day, he told George
that my mother forbade me from fishing
with him again.

Because of his affinity for flirting with the
rocks, George had already terrified every
other potential mate and passenger, but he
was reluctant to sail alone because of his
vision problems. He finally talked me into
an afternoon trip and, true to his word, he
allowed me to run the boat and didn’t pres-
sure me into getting “just a little bit closer.”
We caught a few schoolies that day, and after
the trip, he tipped me and then sat down with
the veterans for a celebratory beer. At that
stage of my life, I had developed numerous
emotional attachments to the old-timers,
including George; however, I began seeing
less of him over the next two months. When
I finally asked where he was, one crank
crudely informed me that “He kicked the
bucket,” while another of his pals explained
that “He took a heart attack.” I found it hard
to believe that anyone would fake a heart
attack. Why not pneumonia or a lesser dis-
order rather than something so permanently
fatal? Because I was a youngster, they didn’t
understand that I had feelings for that man,
although I never dared to articulate them. A
few weeks later when I arrived at the club,
there were two younger men helping the
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caretaker clean out George’s locker. That
was the sequence of the lives of many of
those old salts. One day, they were laughing,
fishing, and drinking with their friends, and
the next day they were gone.

Of all the men I met and learned from,
Captain Larson was the man I admired
the most and chose to emulate. He was
a legendary skipper who delivered boats
from Maine to Florida, and most of those
voyages were single-handed ventures. He
called me Charley unless I had just taken a
member or guest fishing, then he referred to
me as Captain. Whenever we went fishing,
he would have me captain the boat. One
perturbed old wharf rat asked him why he
called me captain. He glared at the man with
those steely green eyes and referenced the
Coast Guard radio operators or Chief Petty
officers who might come aboard to assist or
inspect your boat. “The Coasties never refer
to you by your first or last name. You are the
captain, and customs and regulations pro-
vide that you are referred to as such.” That
explanation absolutely resolved the issue.

By and large, those crusty sea captains
and battle-scarred veterans were the last of
the greatest generation. Even though they
weren’t always right, I learned to respect
and admire them for their service to our
country and contributions to their communi-
ties once they returned home. “R
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Aye-Aye, Sir!

BY CHARLEY SOARES

he large, gleaming brass plate was
deliberately attached to the face
of the companionway’s bright
mahogany cap, there for all to
see. It read, “THE CAPTAIN’S WORD IS
LAW.” T usually outran the elders when-
ever that yacht, one of the few that didn’t
overstate its ranking as a legitimate yacht,
headed toward our fuel dock.
On that day, they were returning from
dinner and a visit to the trendy shops of
Newport. The captain and first mate, both
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dressed in starched cotton suntans, moved
briskly and efficiently. They communicated
in subdued tones, with deference to the
owner, his wife, and two guests who sipped
their cocktails and continued their conversa-
tion as though they were completely alone
under the bright white sunshade.

That skipper was a good tipper, particularly
after I began washing the dry salt water that
had accumulated on the yacht’s bright ma-
hogany foredeck and gunwales. I decided,
right then and there, that I would one day

make a fishing trip to Newport and then dine
in one of those fancy waterfront restaurants.

That summer, I also became aware that
the captain’s word was law, unless he was a
13-year boy at the wheel, the tiller, or pull-
ing on the oars. If you thought peacetime
Navy life was difficult, you never served
as a swamper, deckhand, or third mate at
the Weetamoe Yacht Club. There were no
uniforms except for the prevailing ragged

Continued on page 204
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