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  CHAPTER 1

  The Far-Ranging 
Striped Bass

  The striped bass, scientifically known as Morone saxatilis, is called by many names, depending on where you fish for them. Striper is by far the most popular name, although it’s also known as rockfish, rock, squidhound, greenhead, linesider, and just plain bass in various parts of its far-reaching range. The large females of the clan are affectionately known as cows, the racy lean males as bulls, and the youngsters schoolies.

  America’s anglers originally fished for the striped bass in its home waters of the Atlantic and Gulf coasts. But as a result of initial stockings of fewer than 500 fingerling striped bass from the Navesink River in New Jersey during 1879 and 1881 to the waters of San Francisco Bay in California, Pacific coast anglers now enjoy a superb fishery.

  They’re also found in many inland impoundments where stocked fish from saltwater environs and other impoundments have adapted. Many striped bass call freshwater lakes and rivers their home, with most of these waterways ultimately finding their way to salt water. At present striped bass populations exist in the lakes and rivers of more than a score of inland states.

  Some of the inland lakes cannot support a population that reproduces, for there are no rivers with current that lend themselves to reproduction. In these lakes regular stocking by the states provides a population base. It is not unreasonable to assume that in years to come, the princely striper may be found in the waters of all our contiguous states.

  With its growing expansion into new waters and a population constantly building, the striped bass is regarded by many as America’s favorite game fish. It is one of but very few species providing sport for both fresh- and saltwater anglers. It’s also a very a popular table fish, with firm, tasty white meat.

  The striped bass is a survivor, and adapts well to the wide range of water conditions found throughout its range. In some areas populations were once threatened as a result of industrial and agricultural pollution. As a result of strict quality regulations by both federal and state governments, the water quality of many waterways has improved dramatically, and the striped bass population has flourished.

  State governments have also come to realize the tremendous positive impact the striped bass has on local economies. Anglers annually spend millions of dollars to seek this fine game fish. The striped bass is a far more valuable resource as a game fish than as a commercial harvested species. As a result many states prohibit commercial fishing.
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  Many charter boats sail from ports on all three coasts. The happy anglers aboard the Rainbow Runner made a fine catch while drifting with live eels off Montauk Point, New York.

  The combination of reduced industrial and agricultural pollution, curtailment of commercial fishing, and sound fisheries management has enabled the striped bass populations throughout the country to make a substantial recovery. Coastal anglers now enjoy some of the best fishing in a century.

  The Atlantic coast population has perhaps the species’ longest range, from Florida’s St. Johns River north to the Gulf of St. Lawrence in Canada. On the Pacific coast they’re found from Los Angeles, California, on north to the Columbia River in Washington. The bulk of the Pacific population makes the waters of San Francisco Bay their home. Some wandering specimens are found even beyond the extreme ranges identified here. The Gulf populations will occasionally stray into the open reaches of the Gulf of Mexico, but for the most part are confined to the many river systems that empty into it.

  Striped bass have peculiar habits, and despite intensive study by the scientific community, some of their traveling habits are still not understood. The majority of stripers have a migration pattern tied to spawning. Specifically, the populations of Albemarle Sound, the Chesapeake Bay, Hudson River, and Delaware River expand each fall as stripers move to the upper reaches of these waters for a dormant winter. Pacific populations are concentrated in San Francisco and San Pablo Bays, and move into the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers to spawn. A constant flow of water is essential to successful spawning, with the stripers moving upstream to find sand and gravel bottom to their liking.

  Striped bass are anadromous, moving from ocean, sound, and bay waters and ascending coastal rivers to spawn. With the arrival of spring—beginning as early as February and lasting to April—spawning takes place in the fresh and brackish reaches of the Atlantic waterways. On the Pacific coast it is not unusual to see spawning activity as late as July.

  Striped bass are very prolific, and females breed to the age of 14 years, with the older females producing upward of 5 million eggs. Spawning begins when the water temperature reaches 55 to 65 degrees. Within days of spawning the females and males descend the rivers and begin a migration trek that may take them 1,000 miles or more from their winter quarters.

  Striped bass grow to very large size—a 125-pound female was landed from the waters of Edenton, North Carolina, in 1891. Sport-fishermen generally consider stripers in the 30- to 40-pound class a fine catch, although each season sees nominal numbers caught that exceed the half-century mark. The striped bass caught from freshwater impoundments also grow to impressive size, with fish in the 30- to 40-pound class not uncommon.

  The current all-tackle record recognized by the International Game Fish Association weighed 78 pounds, 8 ounces, and was landed September 21, 1982, by Albert R. McReynolds while fishing off Atlantic City, New Jersey. Many anglers feel that with successful spawning taking place on a regular basis in rivers that had previously been subjected to pollution, the populations will continue to flourish, and in years to come there will be a resurgence of stripers that top the 50-pound mark, as was the case back in the 1950s and 1960s.

  Scientific studies estimate that a 50-pound striped bass, measuring about 50 inches in length, is 17 or 18 years old. In their first two years stripers grow to 12 or 13 inches and weigh approximately ¾ pound. A 5-pounder will measure 24 inches in length. A 15-pound bass is about 30 inches. It takes seven years for a bass to grow to 36 inches and weigh 20 pounds. It grows only about 2 more inches in length, but reaches 30 pounds by its 10th birthday. A 40-pounder will measure just around 40 inches and be 14 years old.
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  Trolling is a favorite technique that Steve Ferber used to catch this 30-pound striper, netted by Pete Kazura while working a parachute jig on wire line.

  A concern that I have had for many years, and continue to have to this day, is the increased promotion of fishing tournaments along the coasts and inland, where the emphasis is on killing big stripers. Some contests have even gone so far as enabling teams of anglers to weigh their three or four largest fish to determine the winner.

  This competitiveness could have a dire effect on the recreational fishery, as it sanctions killing big fish. I’ve observed many anglers get so engrossed in competing to catch the biggest that they lose all reason. Often these are the same people who would have been just as happy to keep a few small fish for the table and release the breeders. The 7- to 10-year-old fish are the prime spawners, weighing from 20 to 30 pounds and producing millions of eggs. Many of us release these larger fish, much preferring the smaller schoolies when we want a striper for the table.

  Striped bass movements are unpredictable. The huge populations are dependent upon a sizable supply of forage to satisfy their appetites. Often their movements parallel those of major forage species, especially the menhaden, herring, and mackerel on the Atlantic coast; the anchovy and sardine on the Pacific; and the gizzard shad and herring in lakes and impoundments.
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  Striped bass often move close to rock jetties and breakwaters, where forage is plentiful. Casting from jetties is demanding, exciting, and challenges the skills of anglers who relish fishing from the rock piles.

  Water temperature also plays a role in the movement of bass. During a mild fall stripers often linger along the Atlantic coast beaches until after New Year’s. There are times, however, when a cold snap in November, accompanied by coastal storms, moves the fish to winter quarters early. While stripers tolerate water temperatures from 40 to 78 degrees, their preferred temperature range is between 45 and 65 degrees.

  A cold winter often results in heavy ice flowing from the upper reaches of rivers in the Northeast. This keeps the water temperature down and often results in a late spawn in the spring, for the stripers simply remain dormant until the temperature reaches their liking.

  The phase of the moon, particularly the full-moon and new-moon periods, also appears to stimulate striper feeding activity. The gravitational pull of the moon causes substantially higher and lower tides during these periods, and in turn substantially stronger currents and movements of forage. Successful anglers often place their fishing emphasis on the stage of the moon that provides peak fishing in their particular areas.
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  It’s said that you need the dexterity of a mountain goat to fish for striped bass from slippery rock jetties. It’s the favorite technique of the author, who has just landed a school striper from a coastal rock pile.

  Many also use the Knight Solunar Tables, which predict major and minor solunar periods when the stripers will be most active.

  All of these variables come into play when you’re seeking the striper.

  I can well understand why this great game fish has come to be known as “prince of the unpredictables.” The more I study the striped bass, and the more I know about it, the more I realize that it’s impossible to ever predict its feeding with any degree of certainty. That’s what makes it such a challenge.

  In the following chapters I’ve tried to include as much detailed information as I could muster, so that you, the reader, can absorb and put it to use on your home waters, or whenever you travel to other locations to seek this magnificent game fish.

  I can’t emphasize enough that my enjoyment comes from seeking the striper in a contemplative way. I love the outdoors, whether seeking the striper from the surf, climbing around a mussel-encrusted jetty, plying a rip line from a small boat, or deftly presenting a fly to a cruising bass in thin water.

  Striped bass fishing has been a fulfilling, lifelong challenge for me. I honestly must say, I wish I’d at my command a book such as this one when I began, for it would have saved me countless days and nights of frustration. Then again, that was all part of the challenge, and what makes striped bass fishing so enjoyable. And that’s how it should be.
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  CHAPTER 2

  Stripers

  in the Surf

  America’s coastline features thousands of miles of foaming surf crashing to its beaches. Within its range, the striped bass loves every bit of it, for the combers expose crabs, sand bugs, and sea worms, and leave small forage fish vulnerable.

  Not surprisingly, no two miles of surf are alike. Maine’s surf is studded with massive boulders, while Cape Cod’s is miles of beaches and sea grass, with picturesque breakers crashing on the shore. The Carolina Outer Banks have awesome surf, breaking on offshore bars that extend ½ mile or more seaward. To the north and south of San Francisco Bay there’s an artistic setting of steep mountains, with intermittent sand beaches and awesome waves that have traveled the width of the Pacific.

  Stripers love it all, and it never ceases to amaze me how they take comfort in feeding right in the curl of the breakers, no matter their size. They’re in their environment, and fortunately for beach-based casters they present a challenge second to none. Surf casting is not for the weak of heart. It’s a tough challenge, physically demanding as you walk miles of beach, often testing your skills to the limit as you cast your offering into the teeth of an onshore wind. The rewards include instant gratification at the time of the strike, but it may take hours, days, or even weeks to achieve.

  SURF TACKLE

  Unlike many types of striper fishing, where it’s easy to be tackle-specific, you encounter such a wide range of conditions in surf fishing that your tackle arsenal should include a selection of outfits to accommodate any contingencies.

  I’ve found it best to include heavy surf, medium-weight surf, and a one-handed outfit in my rod rack. That way I’m prepared for everything from a roaring northeaster with onshore wind to surf as placid as a millpond.

  Beginning with a heavy surf outfit, it’s important not to select an outfit that is beyond your physical ability to handle. With each passing year I’ve seen longer and heavier surf rods come onto the scene, and while they may have appropriate applications, many are just overkill for seeking stripers. A rod measuring 12 or up to 14 feet, with a reel capable of holding 400 to 500 yards of line, is in my view just not viable. A person of normal physical build hasn’t the capacity to maximize the power of such a massive rod. As a result the outfit becomes a handicap, resulting in shorter casts than you could achieve with an outfit of moderate weight and length.

  Toward this end, I’ve found a graphite surf rod, rated for 15- to 20-pound-test line and measuring from 9 to 10 feet in length, even 11 feet, is well suited to the surf conditions along the Pacific beaches, the South Shore of Long Island, Cape Cod, and the rough-and-tumble surf of the Carolina Outer Banks.

  Selection of a spinning or multiplying reel is matter of personal choice, with the fixed-spool reel finding favor among most anglers. With either type, the key is selecting a lightweight reel with a reasonable line capacity. After all, you’re striped bass fishing, not tuna fishing, and there’s no need for excess line capacity; all it does is add to the weight of the reel. While at first you may not think this important, after an hour of fishing with a too-heavy outfit, you’ll find that fatigue sets in, minimizing your enjoyment.

  I spool 300 yards of 15-pound-test monofilament on my heavy surf reel, although I do have a larger reel that holds the same amount of 20-pound test for casting big swimming plugs and heavy tin squids when conditions dictate. Keep in mind that 300 yards equates to 900 feet, and if a striped bass spools you of that amount of line, well, then it deserves to get away!

  If you’ve got to settle on but a single outfit, especially for a beginner, you’ll find that a medium-weight surf outfit will serve you well. Rods measuring 7 to 8 feet in overall length fit the bill nicely. I’m partial to graphite because it’s lightweight, although I continue to use a few old fiberglass favorites. Here too, weight is a consideration, and the lighter the better. The majority of medium surf rods are one- or two-piece, with fixed reel seats and soft plastic grips. Many anglers now favor rods equipped with cork tape over the rod blank, for the butt and foregrip of the rod; this cuts down on the rod’s overall weight.

  The medium-weight rod that is rated for 15- to 20-pound-test line will usually handle lures ranging from ½ through 2 or even 3 ounces with ease. For the person of average build and physical capacity, this outfit is invariably the best choice. Toward this end, many coastal tackle shops will accommodate an angler and permit him to take a couple of rods out onto a casting field to try out. Surprisingly, the big, overgunned outfits that the shops include in their selection fall short on the casting field. This is simply because most people just can’t handle the big outfits. By trying the outfit before purchasing it, you’re certain to choose one ideally suited to your size and ability.

  Take care to balance the reel to the rod. In the medium size range, with both spinning and multiplying reels, you’ll find a good selection capable of holding 250 to 300 yards of 14- to 17-pound-test line. Select a reel that balances nicely with the rod. Many state-of-the-art reels employ graphite frames with stainless-steel gears, ball bearings, and silk-smooth drag systems.
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  Surf casters often use a surf bag to carry their gear, which gives them mobility. Plugs, leadhead jigs, and metal squids are among the surfman’s favorite lures.

  The one-handed outfit may be spinning or popping, measuring 6½ to 7 feet in overall length and rated for 10- to 15-pound-test line. My favorite is a three-piece pack rod measuring 7 feet and rated for 10- to 14-pound line, and lures in the ½- through 1½-ounce range. I often push the rod and toss lures of up to 2 ounces when there’s a stiff onshore wind.

  There’s a huge selection of reels available for the one-handed spinning rod. Many of the frames are made of lightweight graphite. Select a model with a large-capacity spool, enabling you to load 250 yards of 12- or 14-pound-test line. While this line is a bit heavier than recommended, I find it advantageous when tussling with a really big striper in the wash.

  This particular outfit enables you to fish for hours on end without fatigue, and has the power to cast a wide range of lures. It’s also capable of handling stripers of all sizes. Its only drawback is when there’s really heavy surf—it’s occasionally difficult to work the fish through the crashing breakers. Then patience and timing are everything. Get the fish sufficiently close that you can ease it into a particularly heavy breaker, which will place it on the beach.

  TERMINAL TACKLE

  When rigging terminal tackle for use with lures, it’s best to include a leader between your line and the lure. The refractive index of fluoro-carbon leader material, which makes it virtually invisible in the water, makes it a far better leader choice than monofilament. Most surf casters employ 20- to 30-pound-test fluorocarbon, as the leader is subjected to abrasion from the striper’s jaw, sharp gill plates, and fins.

  Many anglers who may be using 15-pound-test monofilament as their primary line will simply tie a surgeon’s loop a couple of feet in length to the terminal end of their line. Then they’ll use a surgeon’s knot to tie the doubled line—which now has approximately the same diameter as the heavier leader material—to the 30-pound-test fluorocarbon. The final step is to employ a uniknot to tie a small duolock snap to the terminal end of the leader, to which your lure is attached.

  Rather than using the above procedure, some anglers employ a small Spro barrel swivel between line and leader, using uniknots to connect the two. The tiny size Spro barrel swivels are an extremely strong, yet small connector.

  Still another leader rig that is extremely effective is one designed for use with a teaser. Begin with a 42- to 48-inch-long piece of fluorocarbon leader material, with a small duolock snap at the end for the primary lure. Next, tie in a tiny Spro barrel swivel inside a dropper loop about 30 inches from the duolock snap. Remaining will be a tag end approximately 8 or 10 inches in length. Tie another duolock snap to this tag end, making the finished tag end for the teaser approximately 6 inches long.

  With this leader you fish your primary lure at the terminal end, and off the dropper loop fish a saltwater fly or a plastic grub or plastic bait tail. The concept is that the fish is attracted to the primary lure but will often strike the smaller teaser lure instead, especially when tiny baitfish are present.

  Throughout this book this teaser rig will be frequently mentioned, as I’ve successfully used it while vertical jigging, casting from the surf and jetties, from bridges and docks, and to surface-feeding stripers. Although I’ve used many styles of teasers, my favorite is a saltwater Clouser Minnow with an epoxy head, tied on a 2/0 or 3/0 stainless-steel hook.

  When sand eels are plentiful I’ll use a Clouser tied with brown and white bucktail, with just a trace of gold Mylar. If spearing and rainfish are the predominant baitfish chartreuse and white, with a trace of silver Mylar, produces well. Blue and white with silver Mylar is another great combination.

  If there is a single rig or technique within the pages of this book that all anglers would do well to use whenever they’re using lures for stripers, it is this teaser–primary lure combo. It never ceases to amaze me how many stripers I land on the teaser—sometimes doubleheaders, too. As a bonus, my surf catches on the teaser have included bluefish, fluke, weakfish, hickory shad, herring, Spanish mackerel, and little tunny. They all came as a surprise while seeking linesiders!

  ACCESSORIES

  After carefully selecting an appropriate outfit, the next step is to ensure that you go forth properly outfitted with accessories that will enhance your beach fishing activities. Mobility is the key, especially when lure fishing, as you’re most often walking long distances. This rules out tackle boxes for your gear; they simply have no place in surf fishing. Most surf fishermen employ a shoulder bag in which to store their gear, and a wide range of sizes is available, depending on the number and selection of lures and terminal tackle you wish to carry with you. Gear belts are also popular, as these have large pockets that will accommodate a substantial amount of tackle and give you total mobility. Those surfers who fish with natural baits often tote a 5-gallon pail to the beach, which includes all their gear and doubles as a comfortable seat while waiting for a strike.

  [image: ]

  Jenny Basilio, who prepared the illustrations in this book, regularly fishes from the New Jersey surf. She demonstrates the correct way to hold a striper by the lower jaw, which immobilizes it, enabling it to be unhooked and released quickly.

  I most often simply wear an oversized fly-fishing wading vest, as it has many large pockets. By carefully selecting the lures or rigs I plan on using, I’m able to move about without a cumbersome shoulder bag or gear belt.

  As a result of the wide range of surf temperatures you’ll encounter when seeking stripers, there will be times when a bathing suit will be perfect attire. More often a pair of waders will be appropriate. As I’ve often fished in the rain, I carry a lightweight parka in the rear pocket of my fly-fishing vest, which normally would hold trout. I’m always ready for that unexpected shower or nasty onshore wind buffeting me with spray.

  Included in my vest is a pair of long-nose pliers, which are invaluable when removing a deeply embedded treble hook from the jaw of a bass. Snapped to my fly vest is a retractable cable, with a nail clip on the end, which makes for ease when retying line and leader. Tucked into a pocket is a retractable tape measure, enabling me to immediately measure any species I land that has a size restriction. Also included is a small stainless-steel folding knife.

  For night fishing I prefer a miner’s-type headlamp, powered with four A-cell batteries. The light is designed to wear on your hat, using an elastic strap. I prefer to wear it around my neck, and have replaced the elastic strap with a web strap from a fanny pack. This enables me to easily snap it around my neck, with the light resting comfortably just beneath my jaw. This keeps both hands free while I fight a fish, leading it through crashing surf, undoing a tangle, or tying on a new rig.

  LURES

  A great range of lures and natural baits is available to the surf fisherman. Plugs are among the most popular surf lures, as they’re made to resemble the baitfish on which stripers feed. Popping plugs, surface and deep-running swimmers, needlefish, rattle plugs, and darters annually account for many stripers. Balance the size of the plug you’re using to the outfit, ranging from those weighing a mere ½ ounce to 2- to 4-ounce models measuring 8 inches in length. The big plugs are made to order when heavyweight stripers are seeking out large forage such as herring, hickory shad, mackerel, and bunkers. The smaller plugs are ideal when the dominant forage is spearing, rainfish, mullet, sand eels, and the fry of almost any fish.

  You’ll also find a huge variety of metal squids brought into play by beach casters. Within this general category are molded block tin squids, hammered stainless-steel jigs, chrome-plated diamond jigs, Viking-style jigs, and jigs molded of lead to replicate specific bait-fish. While the majority of these lures are in their natural tin, stainless-steel, or chrome finish, other are airbrushed in minute detail.

  For striper fishing the majority of metal squids are equipped with single hooks, as opposed to trebles. Some of the hooks are fished plain, while others have surgical tube skirts in red, purple, green, or yellow. Some anglers dress their hooks with bucktail skirts, feathers, or a combination of the two. Soft plastic bait tails are also popular, and these, too, are available in a variety of colors. Pork rind strips also work well.

  Metal squids range from tiny ½-ounce models on up to 3- and 4-ounces. It’s important to balance the size of the lure to the outfit you’re using; when they’re not balanced, it becomes a hardship to fish the lure properly.

  Another popular lure of the surfman is the rigged eel, which combines a lure and bait. Dead eels ranging from 6 to 16 inches in length are rigged on small metal squids designed expressly for that purpose. When cast and slowly retrieved, the metal squid’s keel gives the eel a swimming action not unlike a live eel swimming along.

  The final lure type in the surfman’s bag is the leadhead jig. Perhaps the most basic of lures, it consists of a molded lead head with an O’Shaughnessy-style hook and eye molded into it. From that point forward the lure may be dressed with a bucktail skirt or soft plastic tail. Many of the leadheads are fished in their natural, drab lead color, which often turns mearly black when exposed to salt water. Others are painted almost every color in the rainbow. Most veteran anglers agree that it is not so much the color as the action that an angler imparts to the leadhead jig that draws strikes. For unlike plugs and metal squids, the leadhead has no swimming action as it is retrieved; it must be worked with the rod tip, causing it to dart ahead and falter, much like a wounded baitfish.

  With these basic lure types you’ll be well prepared for most surf situations. There are, however, still other lures that are brought into play, such as spoons, which—while effective—are difficult to cast. Some anglers use spinnerbaits, an adaptation of a popular freshwater bass lure, and a host of other variations. The key in lure selection is to not go forth with a huge selection and attempt to try every lure in your kit during an outing. Include a couple of each type, balanced to the outfit you’re using, and master their use. Quite honestly, today I carry fewer lures than ever. Those I do carry are time-proven favorites. I’ve mastered their use, have utmost confidence in them, and they regularly bring results.

  SURF STRATEGIES

  Along the majority of coastal beaches you’re apt to run into three basic surf conditions. First, there’ll be beaches with an abrupt drop-off, where you’re in over your head just a few feet from the sand, which often occurs on either side of coastal inlets.

  Then you’ll find miles of gently sloping beaches, where the water gradually deepens, with no offshore bar formation.

  Finally, you have an offshore series of bar formations, with the waves crashing on the bars; water of moderate depth is found in the sloughs inside the bars, and deep water in the breaks between the bars. These breaks are often called holes or channels, and are where the water crashing across the bar exits the sloughs. This is the “riptide” or “rip current” that regularly gets swimmers into trouble as they’re swept seaward.

  The beach formations just described are ever changing. Coastal storms regularly buffet the beach, where mountainous waves can break down sandbars, wash away sections of beach, and build up shallow points of land that extend seaward in just a matter of hours. Veteran surfmen regularly take the time to reconnoiter the beaches they plan to fish, preferably at low tide on a bright sunny day. In that way they’re able to determine the beach conformation and plan their strategy should they be returning to the beach in the dead of night or at high tide.

  The situation where you’ll usually find the greatest opportunity is where there are bar formations and deep holes or channels. You’ll find that the forage—sand eels, mullet, menhaden, rainfish, spearing, and other small bait—will congregate inside the bar, moving close to the beach to take advantage of the thin water along the sand for whatever protection it offers. By having explored the stretch of surf you plan to fish beforehand, preferably at low tide, you’ll know just where the deep drops are located, where the bass may be working along the edge of the drop looking for a meal. Of particular importance is where the bars break the surf—especially in a strong onshore wind, because they break the force of the wave and enable you to effectively work your lure in the white water inside the bar, where the bass and bait are often mixing it up in the 3- to 6-foot depths.

  As you work your lures inside the bars, keep alert to the movement of the current. Sometimes it’ll be moving to your left as the water coming over the bar seeks an exit in a cut or break in the bar on that side. Just a few feet down the beach the reverse may happen, where the water exits to the right. It’s important to be alert to this current, for if you cast straight out, the lure is often swept along so quickly that you don’t have a chance to work it properly.

  In this kind of situation, cast at a quartering angle, up into the current, so that the lure is swept past you during the retrieve, enabling you to better control its action. With this current, begin with short casts and gradually extend each succeeding cast, so that you cover all of the water with your presentation. Don’t become like so many mechanical casters, casting out and retrieving for hours on end, each cast covering the same water.

  [image: ]

  This is a typical bar formation. As the surf crashes over the bar and onto the beach, it recedes through the path of least resistance, which is the cut or hole between the bars. Stripers are often feeding outside the bar, in the cut or hole between bars, and in the shallow sluice inside the bars.
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  Utopia for a surf fisherman is to hook a big striper from a desolate stretch of surf. Johnny Creenan fishes along the entire Atlantic coast, seeking the prince of the unpredictables from the beautiful beaches, all easily accessible to the public.

  Working the deep cuts often pays handsome dividends, too. Often big bass will take up station to feed on broken surf clams, crabs, and sand bugs being exposed and washed out by the current. On a dropping tide, schools of baitfish will often attempt to vacate the shallows of the slough, and rather than move out across the surf crashing on the bar, they’ll make an attempt to get through the deep hole—where the bass are waiting.

  Lure control is a very important consideration often overlooked by many surf casters. It begins with execution of the cast and being alert to surf conditions. With a strong onshore wind it’s fruitless to time your cast so it drops into a roller crashing onto the beach—the force of the wave will continue to push it, making it virtually impossible for you to control the lure.

  Instead, time your cast to go beyond a wave that is building and about to break. When it hits the water, immediately begin your retrieve if you’re using a popping plug, surface-swimming plug, or needlefish. If you’re using a metal squid or leadhead jig, permit it to settle into the depths before beginning the retrieve.

  With each lure, you’ve got to learn what technique makes it work. With a popping plug, you’ve got to work the rod tip, causing the plug to dance, gurgle, and pop, pushing water enticingly ahead of it as it’s retrieved. In the case of a surface-swimming plug an extremely slow retrieve is often best. A steady retrieve works best with most metal squids. With a leadhead jig, sometimes a slow retrieve along the bottom will brings strikes, but most often an irregular retrieve, smartly lifting your rod tip—which causes the jig to dart ahead and falter, much like a struggling baitfish—usually works best. In each instance it’s a matter of finding the right retrieve technique for a particular lure.

  It’s important to know when not to use a lure as well. If you’re experiencing a heavy surf, it’s sometimes difficult to use a surface-swimming plug; the heavy sea pushes it about. Then a metal squid may be a far superior choice. With an offshore wind, where the surf is flat as a millpond and the water very clear, the surface-swimming plug, slowly retrieved, will bring strikes when a metal squid will be ignored.

  A good rule of thumb when using a medium or heavy surf outfit in heavy surf is to keep your rod tip up as you’re retrieving. This holds the line above the waves and enables you to feel and control the action of the lure, speeding up as the wave pushes the lure toward you, slowing down the retrieve as a wave recedes and pulls at it.

  Always be alert to terns picking at bait. When the birds are active, it often means the bass are working bait below them. Also watch the surf for signs of nervous baitfish
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  In Conclusion

  If you’ve read this far, I suspect one of two things will happen. You will have determined that this thing called “striped bass fishing” is just too much for you. Rising hours before first light to be on the beach when the stripers turn on, or probing the darkness to find a rip line where old linesides may be feeding may just not be what excites you.

  Then again, watching the sun lift off the horizon may be something you’ve experienced for the first time now that you’ve begun to seek the princely striper. Couple this with the experience of watching shooting stars tumble from the skies on a night tide when a million other stars held you in awe and you’ve come to realize that striped bass fishing is a lot more than just catching.

  Donning a bathing suit to rake calico crabs in the surf, or throwing a cast net to obtain mullet, or simply jigging mackerel for live baits is every bit as much a part of striper fishing as the actual catching.

  So is the excitement that fills the air as terns and gannets scream and dive while stripers chase baitfish from below. I still remember a red fox that stalked me on a barrier beach, wondering why I invaded its domain just before daybreak a few days before I penned this conclusion. I’ll never forget the cry of a loon, heard while casting a plug at night to a rip on a placid coastal bay. I get goose bumps even as I write about hearing that cry.

  Then there are the exciting times—stemming the tide as a roaring rip line churns off your stern, say, with the strike of a big striper bringing you to your knees at the transom. The taste of salt water as a roaring northeaster crashes waves against a coastal jetty and line screams from your reel while a bass heads into those awesome waves . . . it’s all what striper fishing is about.

  Of all the words used to describe striped bass fishing, I always come back to the word contemplative. To me it’s the word that best describes fishing for striped bass. Believe me when I say it’s not the catching that has held me spellbound these many years. It’s the total experience: choosing the tackle, rising early, persevering despite heat, cold, wind, rain. Importantly, enjoying the bounty of nature, the beauty of the outdoors. It’s something that many people never get to experience, but that June and I have enjoyed for a lifetime. It’s contemplative, and should never be competitive.

  Join us and I promise you’ll never regret the challenge of one day calling yourself a striped bass angler. It’s a title I love and will always cherish.
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