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  The fabled bass waters beneath the Gay Head cliffs at the western end of the Island. The swirling currents and large boulders attract big stripers and bluefish. The name dates back to the 1600s and English sailors who remarked on the “gaily” colored sand and clay cliffs.
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  Fishing on Martha’s Vineyard


  Soon after the arrival of herring, fishing rods begin to reappear.


  Inever expect to fully understand the confluence of natural elements that bring fish to within a cast of the Martha’s Vineyard shoreline. But I am grateful for the contending ocean currents that swirl around this piece of land the Algonquin Indians called No-epe, or “island in the waters.”


  The arrival of the Martha’s Vineyard fishing season requires a transition from winter time to fishing time, a seasonal adjustment that is not as simple as advancing the clocks in the house ahead by one hour. My wife, Norma, is not a fisherman, but she welcomes fishing season. Like a bear stirring from its den, I leave the living room couch and head to the beach. Norma welcomes the peace and quiet that come when I do not have my finger on the television remote control.


  In March and April, when the weather cooperates, along with a small number of like-minded fishermen I go in search of white perch, which move up into the coves of Edgartown and Tisbury Great Ponds to spawn. Casting a piece of clam or an earthworm on a small hook with a one-ounce weight, or on occasion a trout fly or lure, into a cove at sunset—which is when these aggressive fish tend to hit—is a fine way to shake off winter boredom and limber up the casting arm. White perch are also delicious. However, the focus is short lived. By late April, as the water warms and the days lengthen, Island fishermen anticipate the arrival of striped bass along the south shore.


  The precursor is the appearance of herring in Vineyard waters. This natural cycle does not generate the national media attention devoted to the behavior of a cranky groundhog surrounded by a group of silly men in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, but it excites Islanders who understand that the return of herring to their natal waters heralds the arrival of the Island fishing season.


  Herring are prized for their roe, and are an excellent baitfish for striped bass but as of January 2018 may not currently be taken or used for that purpose. Alarmed by the diminishing numbers of returning herring, in 2006 Massachusetts fisheries managers prohibited the taking, possession, or sale of these once abundant fish, effectively closing all herring runs in the state, most of which remain closed as of publication of this book. One exception is the run at the head of Menemsha Pond, owned by the Wampanoag Tribe of Gay Head (Aquinnah), where tribal members may still harvest herring for personal use.


  Nonetheless, local fishermen keep a close watch on runs of varying productivity located in Aquinnah, West Tisbury, Oak Bluffs, and Edgartown for any sign, including silvery scales on the bank, that herring have returned. We want to see herring and lots of them—herring with a panicked expression on their little bullet-shaped faces that says, “Man, just let me spawn one more time because I’ve got some hungry stripers and bluefish right behind me.”


  Herring are quickly followed by other migrating baitfish. Mackerel arrive off Gay Head, a short-term spring phenomenon that provides an opportunity to stock the freezer with bait. At about the same time, squid and clouds of sand eels begin to move into Vineyard and Nantucket Sounds, a dinner bell for a variety of fish migrating north along the East Coast.


  The arrival of baitfish is also a signal for Island fishermen of the procrastinating kind—I am a member of that fraternity—to clean and oil the reels that were supposed to receive attention in December, untangle the Rubik’s cube of lures in the tackle box that were on the January project list, and change rusty hooks that ought to have been changed months ago.


  A Better Person


  The Island fishing season begins quietly enough. Cagey fishermen try to keep the news quiet for as long as anyone can keep a fishing secret on Martha’s Vineyard in this age of social media. Subtle hints reveal that stripers are being caught. Fishing rods appear on roof racks, and beach parking areas, deserted all winter, attract an assembly of vehicles that bear the unmistakable marks of belonging to surf fishermen.


  The first striped bass are usually caught in late April at one of the south shore pond openings or at Wasque Point on the southeast corner of Chappaquiddick. The news is as welcome a sign of spring as the warm southwest winds that pry the Vineyard from winter’s grip. The first fish to arrive are small “schoolies,” fish less than 20 inches in length. By mid-May “keepers,” fish at least 28 inches, begin to make an appearance.


  [image: Brothers Ned and John Casey of Edgartown with a spring striper taken at Mink Meadows Beach in late May. The fish hit a Slug-Go retrieved slowly after dark.]


  By late May, I expect to hear that fishermen are catching bass along South Beach, off Gay Head, Squibnocket Point, Menemsha, and Big Bridge—pretty much any of the Island’s well-known spring fishing spots. Bass also move into the Island’s so-called ponds, water bodies connected to the sea. These include Menemsha Pond, Tashmoo Pond, and Sengekontacket Pond.


  The stretch of beach known as Mink Meadows, which lies between Tashmoo and West Chop, is close to my home so it is one of my favored early season spots, which has mostly to do with convenience and not productivity. One spring evening, I decided to stretch my legs after dinner and take a walk along Mink Meadows armed with a light eight-foot spinning rod. My goal was to hike to a small jetty and then return satisfied I had gotten some exercise and made a few casts.


  One of the pleasures of living in a small community is that the start of each fishing season provides an opportunity to renew acquaintances with people you may meet each year at the same spot. That evening, I encountered Roland, an elderly retiree, who was fishing from the beach about where I had met him the previous year. “How’s the fishing?” I asked. He said he had had one hit.


  After a brief conversation I moved along and as I approached the jetty, which was my destination, I saw the unmistakable signs of rising stripers chasing bait. I cast a small bubble-gum-colored Slug-Go. The bass ignored it. I changed my retrieve, quickening the lure’s pace. A fish slammed the pink plastic worm, an imitation of who knows what. I hooked and released several more stripers, the largest close to 30 inches long. I glanced up the beach, hopeful that Roland was also catching fish, or that he would question what had caused me to stop in my tracks and that he was now walking in my direction. When I realized he was not, I faced an important decision.


  Should I continue fishing, or should I walk down the beach and alert Roland to all the unexpected action? My natural inclination, knowing the fish could disappear at any moment, was to stay where I was and keep catching stripers. But I decided to walk back and alert Roland. There is something about the start of the Island fishing season that makes you want to be a better person.


  If You Can Take a Soaking


  The month of June heralds the arrival of larger striped bass. Boat fishermen head to Middle Ground in Vineyard Sound, the waters off Gay Head, and the shoals off Wasque. Serious Island shore fishermen may be found at Squibnocket Beach in Chilmark, one of the Island’s classic big striper spots, and the site of the fabled 19th-century Squibnocket Bass Club, a place etched in the sportfishing history of New England.


  One evening in May 1995 I stood in the Squibnocket Beach parking lot and watched a fisherman through my binoculars as his surf rod arched under the weight of a big striper. Summer beach crowds and parking restrictions were still weeks away and there was still daylight, a luxury in the world of striper fishing because most of the action occurs at night, when the fish become more active and feed closer to shore. But spring stripers tend to be more accommodating to daily schedules. They will hit a plug before nightfall, a consequence perhaps of an appetite honed during their migratory swim from the estuaries and depths of the Hudson, Chesapeake, or any of the other smaller systems of rivers and bays where they winter over and spawn.


  A stiff wind pushed up a rolling surf and carried the cold, damp feel of an ocean not yet warmed by the spring sun. At the end of the “mussel bed,” a shallow rocky outcropping just west of the beach, and farther west to the old bass stand where gentlemen in sport coats and ties once fished from a catwalk atop the boulders, I watched fishermen cast plugs into the rolling surf. One man clad in a yellow rain slicker, who was fishing as far out as good sense and surf allowed (the two do not always go hand in hand), stood in the middle of a breaking wave and, with the grace of a javelin thrower, cast a plug beyond a cresting onrushing wave. It was the classic image of Squibnocket surf fishing—crashing surf and white water.


  The fisherman disappeared now and then in white, salt foam and I thought of Francis Endicott, a fisherman and writer who had cast to stripers from that same shore more than one century earlier. In an essay published in 1881, Mr. Endicott provided the following advice: “There is no royal road to this heavy surf-fishing; with all the appliances for comfort which experience can suggest, there is a certain amount of hard work to be done and exposure to be borne as a part of the price of success. Father Neptune is no respecter of persons, and spatters his royal favors so lavishly and so impartially on the just and the unjust that, unless you are a believer in the longshore theory that ‘salt water never hurts nobody,’ and can take a thorough soaking philosophically and as a matter of course, you had better give up all thought of being a bass-fisherman.”


  Marsh Bryan of Edgartown fit this mold as he and another man walked back to their truck carrying surf rods and plug bags. In the cold wind, Marsh—a man in his 70s—pulled off his waders and jacket, and I noticed that there appeared to be only four square inches of dry clothing on his body. But Marsh was excited; he had caught stripers, the first of the new season, and he had no complaints. He was a bass fisherman, after all.


  Welcome the Unpredictable


  Before long, and as the season progresses into June, rumors of large bass and the arrival of bluefish become undeniable facts, and fishing begins in earnest on the Island. The catalyst varies: a south shore barrier beach is breached in order to open a great pond to the sea; the evening tide is perfect at Wasque Rip; bass are in Menemsha Creek—suddenly dinner is a hurried affair, or just a slice of pizza rested on a car seat.


  The serious fisherman always has a fishing rod in his or her vehicle and never drives by a beach without looking for signs of fish chasing bait. And he or she never drives by breaking fish that are within range of a cast, no matter where he is expected to be, because time . . . well, there’s time—nine-to-five work time, mow the lawn time, “don’t forget my parents are coming to dinner” time—and there’s fishing time.


  Mother’s Day heralds the arrival of blues. Give or take a week, it is about when I expect schools of scrappy bluefish—mean, hungry, and spoiling for a fight—to arrive chasing squid and sand eels. The spring bluefish migration lasts for about four weeks and provides for particularly exciting shore action along East Beach on the eastern side of Chappaquiddick, a small, sometime island connected to the Vineyard by a narrow spit of barrier beach known as Norton Point and a three-vehicle ferry that crosses Edgartown Harbor. Boat fishermen find plenty of fish on Middle Ground in Vineyard Sound and in the numerous rips of Nantucket Sound.


  The blues tend to move along the south shore, up around Wasque Point, and spread out around the Island. Blues also move into Cape Poge Pond and may be intercepted on a rising tide in the Gut, the narrow channel that connects the pond to Nantucket Sound. Light tackle and fly rod action in June can be superb for bass and blues around the Island.


  [image: A bluefish goes after a top-water lure like a dog chasing a mailman. PHIL CRONIN]


  One spring day, on a search for blues with my fly rod, I decided to forgo Wasque Point and East Beach, a surer bet, and explore the flats outside Edgartown Harbor, despite the fact the blues had not shown there yet. A short walk up Fuller Street Beach brought me to the end of a small spit of land that bordered Eel Pond and extended into the flats that lay on the west side of the entrance to Edgartown Harbor. The water was quiet and dead low, not generally good conditions for finding fish.


  I hadn’t checked the tide and often do not, simply choosing to take my chances. Basing too many fishing decisions on only the predictable—the right tide, the right spot—can leave no opportunity for the unpredictable.


  I was beginning to think I should have paid more attention to the tide when a quick spray of sand eels about 50 feet in front caught my eye. I saw the cobalt blue outlines of three bluefish swimming and behaving very skittish in not more than two feet of water. I stood still and spotted more fish in every direction.


  “Phew,” I exhaled as I tried to contain my excitement and relax. My first cast brought two blues torpedoing toward my fly. I set the hook, and the stung blue catapulted into the air in an effort to either free himself or reach me and clamp down on my nose. I released the fish and continued to catch blues in quick succession, each one as acrobatic as the first, until my arms ached. I left the beach quite happy about my unexpected discovery and with high hopes for the upcoming fishing season.


  Open to the Sea


  One of the Island’s most eagerly anticipated seasonal benchmarks is the opening of one of several salt ponds. In the spring and fall, Chilmark, Tisbury, and Edgartown Great Ponds are opened to the sea through man-made trenches in the respective barrier beaches, a practice that has gone on for centuries.


  According to a land use history of Long Point in West Tisbury written by Lloyd Raleigh of The Trustees of Reservations, Islanders have been opening Tisbury Great Pond and the other great ponds for almost 300 years. The earliest recorded opening was in 1715, when Mr. Johnson D. Whiting rented a team of horses and a driver for $1.85 to open the pond. The price has gone up considerably. A backhoe is now used to cut the channel.


  The resulting outflow of fresh and brackish water and inflow of salt water set in motion a natural chain of events that attracts predators and prey of all shapes driven by two impulses that shape the course of life in the oceans and on college campuses: an urge to procreate and a desire to eat.


  Herring, returned from the ocean to spawn, pass through the opening to the fresh waters of their birth. Osprey hover overhead, waiting for the right moment to set their wings back and dive with talons open on an unsuspecting herring. Stripers and bluefish gather in the turbulent currents looking for an easy meal. And beach fishermen try their luck.


  How long any opening remains is dependent on wind, tides, and the prevalence and direction of storms. Depending on a variety of natural influences, an opening may close up almost immediately, or remain for weeks, thus allowing for a predictable tidal flow and the passage of fish in and out of the pond. It is not uncommon for stripers, which can survive in brackish water, to become trapped in a pond in the fall and winter over until spring. Tisbury and Edgartown often contain winter holdovers that provide good sport for enterprising fishermen.


  [image: It did not take long for word to get around in early spring that Tisbury Great Pond was opened to the sea.]


  Ponds are typically opened in the spring and the fall to allow for herring and other fish to move in and out and to create optimum water conditions for clams and oysters. The timing of pond openings is also linked to rainfall and the more mundane matter of the number of flooded basements in surrounding homes.


  The decision to open a great pond is made by the members of a secret sect chosen at birth and sworn not to reveal to any fisherman the actual day or time a barrier beach is to be breached. Still, news of a pond opening reverberates through the fishing community like a hot stock tip in Chilmark. Pond regulars, alerted by a sudden drop in pond water level, and plumbers—plumbers know everything on Martha’s Vineyard—learn within hours that a pond has been opened and grab their fishing rods. Within days the news seeps through Island tackle shops, sending more fishermen scurrying to the opening.


  Most experienced tackle shop owners can tell what place is hot just by who is coming into the shop. All it takes is a wide-eyed fisherman eager to get in and out with a dozen eels to let a Vineyard sharpie in the shop at the same time know something is up.


  [image: An excavator is used to dig a ditch in the ocean side of the barrier beach that separates Tisbury Great Pond from the ocean. The last step is to open the pond to the sea. The onrushing water quickly creates a wider channel.]


  Accessing Island pond openings is often difficult, as most beaches are private. As in many situations, personal relationships are a big part of gaining entry. The Edgartown opening is reachable by foot from the town parking lot at the end of the right fork in Katama. It’s a long walk so it is best to travel light and you must stay below the high-water mark (see chapter 13, on public access).


  From the east, the Tisbury Pond opening is reached from Long Point, with permission of The Trustees of Reservations, or from the west by driving to the Quansoo Beach Association private parking lot, which the association generously keeps open in the off-season. The Edgartown, Tisbury, and Chilmark pond openings may all be reached by small skiff or kayak from Land Bank public access points, but for obvious reasons extreme caution is advised lest you find yourself shooting the opening rapids into the Atlantic Ocean. Extreme caution is advised at any of the pond openings. Banks have been known to give way and the shifting sand is very soft, so it is best to stay on firm beach footing.


  Most days, a rod capable of casting plugs and eels into the wind with the backbone to pull a big fish out of the surf is the tackle of choice. But when conditions are right, a light spinning rod or fly rod can be a lot of fun. One evening, knowing a northwest wind and calm sea would make the surf manageable, I fished Tisbury Pond opening with my nine-weight Orvis fly rod.


  I chose a long black sand eel imitation I’d tied up only a few hours earlier using EZ Body tubing and attached it to an intermediate line with a leader that was about a three-foot length of 20-pound test line. Osprey were hovering above the shallow water of the pond opening, looking for a meal. Farther out, bass and bluefish occasionally broke the surface.


  I cast and let the pond’s outflow carry the fly as though it were a sand eel caught in the turbulent currents. The strike was subtle; my only warning was when the line came taut in my hand.


  The difficult part about taking a striper in the surf is getting the fish up on the beach. Bass are built to hold in the currents and use their broad tails to their advantage in an effort to escape. The trick is to use just enough pressure to ride the fish up the beach on an incoming wave, but be ready, if the timing is not right, to let the bass wash back down and try again. It is easy to break a leader or even a fly rod by trying to hold a struggling fish in the backwash of a wave.


  My fish was about 32 inches long and took me some distance down the beach before I was able to land it. I did not get another bass that night but I counted the evening a success.


  Unrequited Affection


  Striped bass and bluefish may get much of the attention, but when it is time to bring home dinner, I jump in my 18-foot Tashmoo skiff and fish for black sea bass. In my estimation it is one of the best eating fish caught in our near-shore waters. The flesh is snow white and very moist and flaky.


  The Massachusetts Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) annually sets the sea bass season and bag limit. By June sea bass are caught off rocky areas, most often while bottom fishing and drifting. They seem to be everywhere, even when you don’t want them to be, and they are aggressive enough to hit a trolled lure. One fisherman told me he regularly catches sea bass while trolling deep swimming plugs off Gay Head on the west end of the Island. I have had good success trolling a deep-diving Yo-Zuri plug along Hedge Fence off East Chop and Hawes Shoal off Chappaquiddick.


  Many of the fish caught around the Vineyard are in the two- to three-pound range with an occasional four- or five-pounder. The current Massachusetts state record is a hefty 8-pound, 15-ounce fish caught by Aaron Costa in Buzzards Bay in May 2007.


  Fluke, also known as summer flounder, are on the menu in late June and July. DMF sets the season and bag limits in accordance with management policies agreed to by states along the Eastern Seaboard. This is fish-and-chips fishing. But don’t confuse fluke with the more docile flounder—fluke have teeth and are strong and aggressive fish.


  [image: This tasty black sea bass hit a bottom rig tipped with squid while drifting in Vineyard Sound. Sea bass are very strong for their size]


  For a variety of reasons, fluke fishing is a nice way to spend a summer day. Drift in the current until there is a tug on the line and pull up a fluke. It is not always that easy or predictable, but it beats work. And when the fluke are not available the fallback is scup, or perhaps another species that is a total surprise.


  Grady Keefe of Chilmark and Colorado, who wore a Band-Aid on his nose for a few weeks in July 2016, learned that just because he loves fish, the fish don’t necessarily love him; and more important, before he decides to kiss a fish, it would be a very good idea to identify the species—some fish are like Labs and others are like pit bulls.


  Grady, age nine, his brother Quinn, fifteen, and sister Allie, eleven, were in Chilmark with their dad and mom, Craig, a professional captain, and Lori Keefe. Over the years the boys had become well-known members of the Menemsha fishing community.


  In a phone call that summer, Lori told me that Grady and a pal had gone fishing with John Keene of Chilmark. Lori said, “He has his story down pretty good”—one attribute of a good fisherman—and she handed the phone to Grady.


  Interviewing nine-year-olds can be problematic. But Grady was good. I asked him what he had been doing with his time, you know, just to put him at ease.


  “Getting bit by fish and stuff,” he said, and with no more prodding he launched into his story.


  “So, it started out, we went fluke fishing, and my friend and me were like, let’s stop fishing and go pull lobster pots. And John said yes. So he drove the boat to the lobster pots.


  “We pulled up three lobster pots, nothing in them, and on the last we were like, after this one let’s go back to Menemsha. And so we pulled up the pot and there was a fish in it, flopping around. And I was like, I catch those in Miami a lot.”


  The kids put the fish in a bucket to play with while John continued to pull pots.


  “So I was like, I haven’t kissed one before, let’s try and kiss it. So I went to kiss it, and it jumped out of my hand and latched onto my nose—I was shaking my head around and the fish’s tail was wiggling and I had to get it off and I got it off and it was in my hand and I was like, ‘Why does this fish have to be so mean,’ and then it bit my hand, and that really hurt too, and I was just laughing so hard.”


  His friends, Luke Spellman and Lathrop Keene, John’s son, were laughing pretty hard too. John Keene was in the wheelhouse piloting the boat and making sure the kids were not near any of the lobster gear, unaware of the fish mayhem taking place on deck.


  According to National Geographic, there are 40 species of triggerfish scattered throughout the world’s seas; they are familiar to divers and aquarium aficionados. Largest of all is the stone triggerfish, which reaches up to 3.3 feet long, found in the Eastern Pacific from Mexico to Chile.


  Here’s a bit of information I found on the National Geographic website that Grady might have liked to know before he decided to lay on a smooch: “Triggerfish are infamous for their nasty attitude, and this behavior is especially evident around nests, where intruders, from other fish to human divers, are likely to be charged or bitten.”


  I asked Grady why he thought it was a good idea to kiss the fish. “Because every new fish I see, I like to kiss,” he said, “for good luck and so that fish will always remember me—and it might be the only girl I will get to kiss.”


  I recommended Grady give it a few years because soon enough he will have no trouble with those kisses, and may even find out that the triggerfish didn’t hurt as much as he thought.


  Like God


  One of the more enjoyable aspects of fishing for fluke, scup, or sea bass is that these species do not inspire fishermen to acts of madness, mayhem, and insanity. Fishermen will rarely duel with gaffs over a fluking spot the way they may do when they are striper fishing. Or engage in boating demolition derby, a craziness inspired by the arrival of bonito, “bones,” in August and false albacore, “albies,” in September.


  Bonito are miniature tuna that arrive in our waters when the water warms, in some years as early as mid-July. More numerous at the “Hooter,” a buoy about three miles off the southeast corner of the Vineyard, and off Nomans Land Island, south of Squibnocket, in a good year, bonito, although not plentiful in recent years, may be found busting the surface off State Beach, off the entrance to Edgartown Harbor, running the rip at Hedge Fence off Oak Bluffs, or Middle Ground in Vineyard Sound and off the jetties that guard the entrance to Menemsha Harbor and along Lobsterville Beach.


  The arrival of bonito in any great numbers inshore spawns the bonito bonehead. Essentially, a few breaking fish on the surface of the water leads a normally sane individual in control of a boat with a motor, sometimes two motors, to lose all reason in pursuit of breaking fish. In one memorable incident in Vineyard Sound, a fisherman actually hit the throttles of his twin-engine Rampage and put the bow up and over a center console boat with two other fishermen in it. Luckily, no one was hurt, but the entire incident began when both captains started chasing down a school of breaking bonito. Each accused the other of rudeness.


  By late August or early September, albies explode across the water’s surface, a dark emerald flash under the bright sun in pursuit of their prey, most often sand eels or squid. The one critical difference between the two species is that the bonito is superb table fare, best seared on a hot grill and served pink in the middle. Albies are pretty much unpalatable and best released back into the water.


  Albies are more accessible than bonito to the shore-bound angler because they favor the Island’s inlets and harbors, but these fish are just as exasperating and even more exciting than their smaller cousins. A big albie can strip a fly reel or spinning reel of hundreds of yards of line in seconds. Catching either a bonito or an albie is an addictive fishing experience that will inspire a fisherman to cast over and over and over again, hoping to duplicate it.


  [image: Brice Contessa battles an albie while standing on the Lobsterville jetty during the derby. It takes skill to do this and land a fish. KEITH MCART]


  One year, the bonito arrived in late July and I kept a good watch on the small fishing port of Menemsha. The channel acts like a spigot for all of the bait coursing out of Menemsha Pond. During an afternoon scouting mission I ran into a fly fisherman, Drew “Elvis” Anderson. He was also searching the shoreline. I remarked that there did not seem to be many fish around.


  Drew looked at me with a mischievous grin, his face outlined by his Rastafarian dreadlocks. “Fish are like God,” he said. “Even when you don’t see them, they’re always around.” It was a beautiful sentiment perfectly in keeping with one who is touched by the spirit of the ocean. I also knew that anyone who had chased bonito and albies from spot to spot was inclined to pray a lot, as I had on occasion when the fish stayed just out of reach of my shore-bound casts.


  Bonito and albies will feed like a pair of New Jersey tourists at a $9.95 all-you-can-eat early bird buffet and still refuse to hit whatever is cast into the maelstrom, then reappear 100 yards away. And should you decide to chase the fish, by boat or by foot, they will play a perverse joke and reappear in exactly the spot you just left.


  Cast after cast, they refuse everything. Then, when you are just about to go—slam! A blind hit pulls your line zinging through the water.


  The conventional wisdom is that it takes approximately one or two thousand casts to hook a salmon in the exclusive streams of the British Isles and Canadian Maritimes. I suspect that is what salmon fishermen tell themselves to ease the pain of spending thousands of dollars and not hooking a fish, but I know bonito and albies can be just as tough.


  To put it in perspective I connected two of America’s great pastimes, fishing and baseball, and came up with a bonito cast count, similar to the major league pitch count, the number of number of times a pitcher throws in a game. The warning mark for most pros is considered about 100 pitches, for which they get paid lots of money and whine a lot—but not Island bonito fishermen.


  One of the best was Ed “Bonito” Lepore, a fine gentleman it was my pleasure to know. That year I reached “Bonito Eddy” while he was doing dishes, one of the requirements of the fishing compact he held with his wife, Janet. Ed had been fishing eight hours a day and hadn’t landed a bonito or an albie. I told him, “Ed, according to my calculations, you’re up to 17,780 casts per fish.”


  “I wouldn’t doubt it,” he said cheerily. Such is the addiction.


  The first albie I ever took on a fly rod sowed the seeds of my habit. The strike tore the fly line from my hand and ripped it through the water with a sizzling sound as I struggled to keep the slack line that was jumping out of my stripping basket from wrapping around my head and strangling me.


  The albie gained speed like a NASCAR driver hitting a straightaway and headed straight for the horizon. Backing melted off my fly reel, but the albie kept going. There was none of the jaw-grinding shake of a bluefish, or the head pull of a bass, or the pinball flight of a bonito—it just kept going straight, strong, and with no evidence that it planned to slow down before I reached the end of my 250 yards of backing—or in the foreseeable future. And it did not.


  [image: Fly fishermen line the Gut, the narrow entrance channel to Cape Poge, and cast with hopes of hooking a false albacore. I nicknamed this spot “albie alley” for good reason.]


  Albies favor Island inlets, such as the entrance to Cape Poge Pond, known as the Gut, Big Bridge on the Edgartown–Oak Bluffs town line, Tashmoo Pond in Vineyard Haven, Edgartown Harbor, and Menemsha channel, a proverbial hot spot. They also may be found off Wasque Point and along East Beach. This pattern provides patient shore-bound fishermen an exciting opportunity to tangle with a fish that resembles a bluefin tuna in spirit and appearance, if not size. The daily, indeed hourly, question is when will the fish show up, or will they show up at all—and will you be standing there if they do.


  I Claim Sanctuary


  Years ago, sitting in my boat on a Saturday afternoon, fishing for bonito off Big Bridge with Tom Robinson, I came to the philosophical conclusion that fishing gives responsible people a reason to act irresponsibly. Most of the time we weren’t actually bonito fishing. Bonito watching was more like it.


  There were other boats in the same area and every so often bonito would start busting up the water in pursuit of frantic silversides (whitebait), small minnow-like baitfish. The distance from our boat varied, but it was almost always too far for a cast, yet still close enough to make us think the fish might come our way.


  A few times the fish did swim within range, their greenish backs visible when the bonito porpoised on the surface of the water just behind a wave of bait. For an exciting moment, usually the time it took to make one or two fly casts, we were bonito fishing. Then it was back to bonito watching and waiting.


  This afforded us time to discuss the various nuances of bonito fishing, and other issues—for example, why Tom should not be concerned about fishing all day despite the fact that he had told his wife Alice he would be gone for only a few hours. Fishermen like the word “few,” as in, “I’ll be back in a few hours” or “I need a few lures.” They consider the indefinite numerical definition of “few” more open ended than do the wordsmiths at Webster’s Dictionary.


  By late afternoon Tom began to express some guilt about being gone all day. This elicited a sympathetic response—an offer to drop him off on the beach so he could hitchhike home.


  Jared Hull, who was floating in his canoe nearby and was having no better luck than we were hooking into a fish, soon joined me in my attempts to reassure Tom that he had nothing to worry about. We concluded that God created fishing for responsible people. Irresponsible people need no excuse to ignore their responsibilities.


  Fishing offers the 12th-century equivalent of claiming sanctuary in a medieval cathedral. Any man can stand in the middle of a lawn that needs mowing, clutch a fishing rod, and yell in the manner of Quasimodo escaping with the gypsy dancer Esmeralda into Notre Dame, “I claim sanctuary!”


  In contrast, there is no escape for the man who arrives late for dinner because he was drinking in a bar, or practicing the Macarena with friends. Fishing allows for forgiveness. After all, success is connected to the rhythm and unpredictability of nature. Set a time to leave and you can be sure that is when the fish will begin to break.


  Experienced fishermen understand the risks and rewards of fishing for bonito and albies. There are no guarantees. But every so often, all the elements come together. Tom seemed reassured by this discussion, particularly when the bonito began to break again around us. He still didn’t hook up though.


  A Vineyard Moment


  One year, false albacore demonstrated an unusual regularity that a small group of Island fly rodders tried to keep a secret. Every morning the albies would make a brief charge into Tashmoo, a salt pond connected to Vineyard Sound by a channel flanked by jetties on either side. It wasn’t long before this regular foray led to the creation of an informal “breakfast club” of those fly fishermen who’d found out about the albies and made their way quietly to Tashmoo every morning with that virtue of fishing fellowship: the hope that no one else would find out about their spot. But somehow fishing secrets have a way of being spilled, and despite the usual admonition to “tell nobody,” every day the small group grew by one or two more fishermen.


  One of the locals in on the news was Charlie Finnerty of Chilmark, but he had one slight disadvantage. He had lost his glasses and he was at the mercy of the other fishermen lining the east jetty each morning to tell him when the fish were approaching along the beach, which was the signal to be prepared to fire off a cast once the school of albies hit the bait congregated in the channel and the melee commenced. And each morning was different. Sometimes the albies would hang right off the end of the jetty and other times they would swim around the corner of the jetty and proceed up the narrow channel and into the pond. But they always came in fast and furious.


  The morning Charlie arrived at Tashmoo with his new glasses from the optometrist was a cause for celebration and a little more kidding from the regular group of fishermen who had often cried “albies” as Charlie squinted down the beach. The wind was blowing out of the southwest about 20 knots right into the east jetty, where about 10 fly fishermen faced the channel and punched their casts into a stiff breeze.


  Suddenly the albies started to break off the beach, then headed our way. Up they came along the shore and made the turn into the channel. Flies started whizzing through the air propelled by graphite rods and albie adrenaline. Lori VanDerlaske, one of the Island’s accomplished fly fishermen, made her backcast when a strong gust of wind changed its trajectory just enough so that on the forward stroke the fly struck Charlie a glancing blow on the side of his head and hooked the frame of his glasses.


  Lori, completely unaware of the errant fly, pushed her arm forward and extended her fly rod in the direction of the fish. Charlie’s glasses flew off his face at the end of a perfectly targeted cast right into the middle of Tashmoo inlet. Charlie stood blinking like Mr. Magoo on the jetty as his beloved new glasses seemed to hover for a moment on the surface of the water and then sank slowly out of sight.


  Fishing on Martha’s Vineyard does have its moments. I have had the opportunity to write about many of them, sometimes as an observer and other times as the main participant.


  Aloha Menemsha


  Years ago, before ocean kayaks had gained in popularity, a group of dedicated Island fishermen relied on canoes to reach the fish from shore. Frustrated after a school of bonito danced just out of my shore-bound casting reach, I decided I needed a new strategy. I decided that I, too, needed a canoe.


  Norma and I had not yet married but I was aware of one of her material assets. She said she had an old fiberglass canoe. I expressed interest. “Honey, the canoe is a two-man canoe. It is not a one-man canoe,” she said.


  I had never seen the canoe but was not inclined to listen to Norma in matters connected to fishing. “Hey, no problem,” I told her.


  I’d watched the other canoeists in action and knew I needed to rig the canoe with outriggers “Islander” style, that is Vineyard/Tahitian, in order to stay stable in the ocean chop. A friend gave me some old lobster pot buoys, and I went to the hardware store for a 10-foot PVC pole to complete my outrigger. Technical advice came from Island fly fisherman Eddy Amaral of Oak Bluffs, who had rigged up a fishing canoe: “Don’t forget your life jacket,” Ed said.


  Ed had good reason to advise caution. He had rigged his canoe outrigger with floatation buoys made out of two-liter soda bottles. Ed was fly fishing for big blues in the middle of Cape Poge Pond. According to the story he reluctantly told me, Ed set the hook on a big bluefish, only to have the fish go one way and he the other.


  Norma’s canoe was stored in the backyard of her ex-husband, Glenn Andrews. A builder and craftsman, Glenn wasn’t quite sure what I had in mind when I showed up for the canoe but found the whole idea of rigging it in order to go fly fishing for bonito intriguing.


  [image: A fisherman standing on Lobsterville jetty points out a school of breaking albies he hopes will come down the beach. The jetty, one of two that guard the entrance to Menemsha Harbor, is a popular and often crowded fishing spot.]


  Glenn was not a fisherman so my excited mutterings about bonito were lost on him, but he willingly joined in and helped me attach a white foam lobster buoy to each end of the pole—his craftsmanship evident because I used a rock, while he went in and came out with a hammer. Glenn helped me lift the heavy fiberglass canoe on top of my four-wheel-drive Isuzu Trooper.


  “Well, Glenn, what do you think?” I asked, eager to get fishing.


  “I think the bonito are in trouble,” he answered. He was only 50 percent correct.


  It is hard for the uninitiated to fully understand the madness that is bonito fishing on the Vineyard. Certainly, the fact that the fish are only here for a short time lends a sense of urgency to the quest. But there is another reason and it has to do with a recognition by fishermen lucky enough to hook up: that the strength and speed of a bonito is matched only by its determination to fight.


  The Island news was that the bonito were off Menemsha channel. I thought that if I drove around to Lobsterville I could easily launch from the beach.


  Lobsterville was quiet when I arrived. Fishermen lined the Menemsha and Lobsterville jetties, some casting fly rods, others spinning rods. At the end of each jetty, fishermen stood clustered on separate rocks like mountain goats on the edge of a precipice. Fishermen in small boats and canoes sat out a respectful distance from the jetties, mindful that any closer could bring the traditional warning shot of a sinker heaved across their bow.


  The wind was stiff out of the southwest coming up along the beach and blowing across the jetties. An incoming tide produced a swirl of current and collected bait at the mouth of the channel. Suddenly, a pod of bonito broke on the surface and frantic sand eels splayed in every direction. The fishermen responded with their own brand of mayhem—flies and lures crisscrossed in the air.


  I have no doubt that a fisherman would barely take the time to yell “Duck!” at his mother if she were standing between him and a school of breaking bonito or albies. The mayhem is that infectious.


  But I had an escape from shore-bound craziness. I had a canoe. Without anyone to assist me the canoe proved to be heavier to lift off my roof than I had anticipated so I just let it drop off with a crash. Not elegant but it was off my vehicle. Quickly, I loaded a fly rod, net, oar, and half a cinder block tied to a rope for use as an anchor. I lashed down the PVC-lobster-buoy-outrigger and was ready to go—about 10 feet!


  The fish began to break. I watched a fly fisherman as his rod arched over under the weight of a fish. Anxious to get in on the action, I strained as I pulled the rope attached to my 16-foot canoe. I moved it five more feet in the soft beach sand.


  “You need some help?” asked a man standing with his son and looking at me sympathetically while I lay gasping for breath in the sand. With their assistance I made it to the water’s edge and contemplated my situation. The wind appeared to be blowing about 25 knots out of the southwest, and the water had a nice chop. Three Islanders sat out in their small canoes fly fishing at anchor.


  The rational part of my brain began a discussion with the area that handled fly fishing strategies. I recognized that the wind was quite strong, the canoe was quite long, and the other fly fishermen were fishing in smaller, lighter canoes and knew what they were doing.


  The bonito broke again. Caution disappeared. Without hesitation I jumped into the back of the canoe (experienced canoeists know this was my second mistake) and pushed off from the beach at a furious paddle. The canoe sliced through the water as the wind drove me forward. In a moment I was up to the other canoeists. In two moments I was whisked by them. I tried to turn the canoe but because I was seated in the stern rather than in the middle I could not turn the bow into the wind and my furious paddling only propelled me faster in a direction I did not want to go. The other canoeists stopped casting and watched me curiously. I managed a weak smile.


  Now off the jetties, I still paddled as fishermen standing on the rocks watched me with a combination of amusement and concern. I straightened up and did my best, despite my desperate paddling and even more desperate embarrassment, to maintain an attitude of nonchalance that proclaimed, “Hey, I wanted to get sucked into the channel.”


  For good measure the bonito started to break behind me. But I was full in the current and could only manage a momentary glance as I was vacuumed into Menemsha Pond by the tidal flow. I paddled ever more furiously, now aided by the current; my only thought was to reach the shore on the Lobsterville side of the channel and spare myself the total embarrassment of needing to hitchhike back from Menemsha. Exhausted, I made it ashore and with some help from a passerby got the canoe back on my vehicle.


  “Honey,” Norma said, after I’d arrived home and recounted my story, “I told you the canoe is a two-man canoe. It’s a heavy canoe. It’s not a oneman canoe.”


  Entranced, Outfoxed


  A philosophical tenet of fishing may be found among one of the many bumper stickers fishermen use to express themselves: “A bad day of fishing beats a good day of work.” That may be true. But sometimes a bad day of fishing can be pretty aggravating.


  Chasing false albacore or bonito during the derby when other fishermen cut you off at every turn can make a day at work seem like a vacation. When tempers flare, and blood pressure rises, it is not a good day. I have had the opportunity to fish with, and near, all kinds of people. And I am sure there have been occasions when I have acted less than charitably toward my fellow fishermen.


  Every now and then it is good to go out, catch some fish, and not worry about whether there are fishermen near you, or who is catching what. One


  

  

  

  

  [image: Cooper “Coop” Gilkes holds a nice striper he hooked on a fly rod in the spring off East Beach on Chappaquiddick.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Derby Time


  

  [image: Derby fishermen line East Beach at sunrise in anticipation of the morning albie run on Chappy. The fish will often run the beach before moving to deeper water. CARL TREYZ]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  GOOD ENTERTAINMENT


  

  [image: The derby weigh station on Edgartown Harbor is a gathering place for fishermen and tourists alike, particularly in the evening when most of the fish are brought in.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  SAVED BY THE DERBY BELL


  

  

  

  [image: I told my wife Norma, “Honest, I’ll clean the fish in the morning.” It is not easy to live with a derby fisherman.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Nelson Sigelman holds up the derby fly rod record 10.81-pound bonito he caught off Cape Poge in the waning hours of the five-week contest. PIP WINSLOW]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  The Fish Depart


  

  

  

  

  [image: In late October a lone fisherman plugs among the rocks at Cedar Tree Neck for bass on the Island’s north shore.]


  

  

  Appendix


  ISLAND ORGANIZATIONS AND AGENCIES THAT PROVIDE PUBLIC ACCESS


  Martha’s Vineyard Land Bank (http://www.mvlandbank.com) 508-627-7141


  The Trustees of Reservations (http://www.thetrustees.org) 508-627-7689


  Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation (https://sheriffsmeadow.org) 508-693-5207


  PUBLIC LAUNCH RAMPS


  Beach Road (Lagoon Pond, Vineyard Haven)


  End of Lake Street (Tashmoo Pond, Vineyard Haven)


  East Chop Drive (Oak Bluffs Harbor, Oak Bluffs)


  Katama Bay (Edgartown Bay Road, Edgartown)


  Eel Pond (Pease Point Way, Edgartown)


  Nashaquitsa Pond (South Road, Chilmark)


  West Basin (End of Lobsterville Road, Aquinnah)


  FULL-SERVICE TACKLE SHOPS


  The local tackle shop has much in common with the neighborhood bar or hardware store. It is the place to get personal service. Sure, you might be able to save money shopping online, but forging a relationship has added value. The Vineyard has a collection of great tackle shops. In general, the folks you will find behind the counter are friendly and knowledgeable. If you need some detailed help, give the shop a call and ask about the best time to stop by.


  Coop’s (147 West Tisbury Road, Edgartown) 508-627-3909


  Dick’s (108 New York Avenue, Oak Bluffs) 508-693-7669


  Keep It Reel (2 East Chop Drive) 508-272-2455


  Larry’s (258 Upper Main Street, Edgartown) 508-627-5088


  FISHING ORGANIZATIONS/CLUBS


  The Martha’s Vineyard Striped Bass and Bluefish Derby (https://mvderby.com)


  The derby is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) corporation.


  Martha’s Vineyard Surfcasters Association (http://www.mvsurfcasters.org)


  A recreational group dedicated to sportsmanship and conservation.


  [image: The Lake Street launch ramp in Vineyard Haven provides convenient access to Vineyard Sound. Space is limited.]


  Martha’s Vineyard Rod and Gun Club (https://www.mvrodandgunclub.com)


  Responsible for the catch-and-release tournament and kids’ trout derby.


  OTHER RESOURCES


  Martha’s Vineyard Chamber of Commerce (https://mvy.com)


  Lodging information.


  Steamship Authority (https://www.steamshipauthority.com)


  Provides vehicle ferry travel to and from the Island.


  Massachusetts Division of Marine Fisheries (https://www.mass.gov/orgs/division-of-marine-fisheries)


  Contact for up-to-date fishing regulations or to purchase a saltwater fishing license.


  About the Author


  [image: Nelson Sigelman]


  Nelson Sigelman worked for 27 years at The Martha’s Vineyard Times, where he was a reporter, later news editor, and from 2014 to October 2016, editor of the award-winning weekly newspaper. For 26 years he wrote a popular weekly fishing column and occasional hunting column. He is a member of the Martha’s Vineyard Striped Bass and Bluefish Derby Hall of Fame. Honored by the Outdoor Writers Association of America for column writing in 2017, he lives with his wife, Norma, in Vineyard Haven.
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This tasty black sea bass hit a bottom
rig tipped with squid while drifting in
Vineyard Sound. Sea bass are very strong
for their size.
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The derby weigh station on Edgartown Harbor is a gathering place for fishermen and
tourists alike, particularly in the evening when most of the fish are brought in.
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Nelson Sigelman holds up the derby
fly rod record 10.81-pound bonito he
caught off Cape Poge in the waning
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Cooper“Coop” Gilkes holds a nice striper he hooked on a fly rod in the spring off East
Beach on Chappaquiddick.
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It did not take long for word to get around in early spring that Tisbury Great Pond was
opened to the sea.
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Fly fishermen line the Gut, the narrow entrance channel to Cape Poge, and cast with
hopes of hooking a false albacore. I nicknamed this spot “albie alley” for good reason.
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1 told my wife Norma, “Honest, Ill clean the fish in the morning” It is not easy to live
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The Lake Street launch ramp in Vineyard Haven provides convenient access to
Vineyard Sound. Space is limited.
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Brothers Ned and John Casey of
Edgartown with a spring striper taken at
Mink Meadows Beach in late May. The fish
hit a Slug-Go retrieved slowly after dark.





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_015.jpg
In late October a lone fisher: rocks at Cedar Tree Neck for bass on

plugs among
e Island’s north shor






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg
AR ol v N
A fisherman standing on Lobsterville jetty points out a school of breaking albies he

hopes will come down the beach. The jetty, one of two that guard the entrance to
Menemsha Harbor, is a popular and often crowded fishing spot.
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A bluefish goes after a top-water lure like a dog chasing a mailman. PHiL crRONIN
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Derby fishermen line East Beach at sunrise in anticipation of the morning albie run on
Chappy. The fish will often run the beach before moving to deeper water. cARL TREYZ
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An excavator is used to dig a ditch in the ocean side of the barrier beach that separates
Tisbury Great Pond from the ocean. The last step is to open the pond to the sea. The
onrushing water quickly creates a wider channel.
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Brice Contessa battles an albie while stan
derby. It takes skill to do this and land a fish. keiTH McarT






