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  FISH TO CATCH


  STRIPED BASS


  Without a doubt the striped bass (Morone saxatilis) is the most sought-after inshore species along the Jersey coast. This species’ cunning ability to perplex even the most experienced angler entices many to pursue it with a passion that borders on obsession. Anglers will stop at almost nothing to lay claim to a trophy linesider. Landing a fish that tips the scales above the 50-pound mark is a quest for many surfsters. Doing so gives you instant credibility and recognition in the fishing community. But there are even bigger bass out there: Commercial fishermen have taken stripers in excess of 100 pounds in the past.


  The striped bass is easily identifiable by the seven or eight stripes that run horizontally along its sides. After it’s been in the ocean for a while, the striper takes on a silvery body color with gray and blue tones; in the rivers or bays more brownish tones are exhibited.Stripers range in size along our coast from very small juvenile fish that are found in our back bays to large cows in the 30- and 40-pound range that migrate along our coast in late fall. The International Game Fish Association (IGFA) all-tackle world record is 78 pounds, 8 ounces, caught by Albert McReynolds on September 21, 1982, from the Vermont Avenue Jetty in Atlantic City.


  The striped bass is migratory in nature, preferring a temperature range between 55 and 66 degrees. Bass begin to arrive in our back bay waters in late March; the water there warms quickly after a long cold winter. The largest percentage of the fish that spread out along our coast migrate north from the Chesapeake Bay stock. Many other fish come from Hudson River stock, but these fish usually don’t migrate in any great numbers to the southern part of New Jersey. A Delaware Bay stock also adds some significant numbers to our coastal population of bass. It’s interesting to note that in the last 10 years more and more fish have begun wintering over in the deeper holes of our estuaries and back bay waters. Many of our tidal rivers—such as the Shrewsbury, Navesink, Manasquan, and Mullica Rivers—have holdover wintering populations. Some have even shown a small natural spawning population. Still, for the most part successful spawns are rare, due to a lack of sufficient current and water depth.


  By the time late April and May rolls around the migratory stocks are pretty well dispersed along our coast. During this time the big bass, the spawners, will start to search out freshwater locations to get ready to spawn. The males arrive first, followed by the large females, and finally the smaller females. These fish start to enter freshwater tributaries when the temperature reaches 49 degrees. Spawning will occur when the water temperatures increase to 58 to 64 degrees.


  Large females can range well into the 40-pound range, with many females in the 20- and 30-pound class. These fish feed up to the time they spawn, go off their feed when spawning, and then resume feeding when they’re spawned out.


  In late fall we once again see these migratory stocks moving along our beaches as they return to their wintering grounds. The weeks from Thanksgiving to Christmas are the traditional time for trophy hunting. How close these fish are to the beach is largely dependent on where the bait is moving. If the bait stays offshore, so will the majority of the bass. If the bait is on the beach, the blitz will be on!


  BLUEFISH


  Along the eastern seaboard bluefish (Pomatomus saltatrix) range from Maine to Florida. It’s a migratory species, moving northward in spring and southward in fall. Their preferred temperature range is from the upper 50s to high-60-degree range. Thus we see them arriving later in spring and disappearing much earlier in fall from our Jersey waters than the striped bass.


  Bluefish are more pelagic in nature than striped bass, and it’s therefore much more unpredictable when and where they’ll show up along our beaches. They are, however, the mainstay of the party- and charter-boat industry in New Jersey.


  Bluefish have greenish, iridescent blue dorsal shading that blends into silver on the sides. The mouth is large, with razor-sharp triangular teeth and a slightly protruding lower jaw. They can get quite large, as indicated by James M. Hussey’s IGFA all-tackle record: 31 pounds, 12 ounces, caught January 30, 1972, in Hatteras, North Carolina.


  Synonymous with the word bluefish we often hear the terms snapper, cocktail, tailor, slammer or alligator, and racer used. These terms are descriptive of a classification by size. A snapper is a juvenile bluefish from several inches to approximately 1/2 pound. A cocktail follows next and ranges up to 2 pounds. A tailor blue is between 2 and 5 pounds. And the slammers or alligators are jumbo blues in excess of 10 pounds. Racers are the hefty blues, 7 pounds or more, that arrive first in our waters in early spring (April and May); they’re hungry and fast.


  Pound for pound, these yellow-eyed brutes are equal to and in many cases exceed the expectations of even the most experienced angler when it comes to hooking a great sport fish on light tackle. Every blue, no matter how small, will send surges of electrifying energy through your rod that stimulate adrenaline rushes throughout your body.


  Bluefish are one of the most vicious and voracious pelagic species to ever inhabit the salty brine. With razor-sharp teeth coupled with elongated, torpedo-shaped bodies and powerfully forked tails, they’ve evolved into efficient killing machines. So much so that they delight in the act itself, feeding gluttonously until they’re full and then regurgitating to feed some more.


  [image: Bluefish are ravenous feeders. They have no problem gorging themselves with baitfish. Bob Popovics photo.]


  Bluefish are ravenous feeders. They have no problem gorging themselves with baitfish. Bob Popovics photo.


  This innate greed makes them an eas target to catch. When blues are on the scene, hooking into them doesn’t require artful casting or flawless technique. These predators will devour almost anything that comes across their path. Plugs, jigs, baits, and flies will all catch fish. Using a 4- to 12-inch wire tippet is strongly advisable to prevent the blues from biting through your leader.


  WEAKFISH


  In the last several years one of the most consistent fisheries along the New Jersey coast has been that for the weakfish. From May to early October an experienced boater can venture to his favorite back bay honey hole and limit out in a very short period of time by jigging bucktails or Fin-S Fish, drifting sandworms, or casting flies. In each of the last several seasons I witnessed and fished weakfish blitzes on the surface that lasted for hours. Many a day there were schools of marauding weaks busting through spearing like ravenous blues, and all well within casting distance of a jetty or beach. The decreased number of bluefish in our waters in recent years has greatly contributed to the rise in our weakfish populations.


  Weakfish (Cynoscion regalis) are found all along the Atlantic coast, from Cape Cod to Florida. These sea trout—as they are commonly but incorrectly referred to—look a lot like their freshwater brethren, but they’re not related. They’re actually a member of the drum family and have similarities to croakers.


  A weak’s body is silvery in appearance with a dark olive or grayish back. Wavy dark lines or dark blotches are distinctive features along the sides and back. The dorsal and tail fins are lightly colored, and the ventral, anal, and marginal fins are yellow. In their mouths are two large canine teeth, but their jaw strength is relatively limited. The soft tissue in their mouths can tear easily when hooked. This is where the fish derives its name, not from its fighting ability. Big weakies are great fighters on light tackle.


  Arrivals usually begin at the end of April in Delaware Bay and then progress northward, with good numbers of fish entering central New Jersey at the Manasquan River system by the last week in May. Some of the largest fish of the season arrive early on and can range close to 10 or 15 pounds. These early-spring spawners enter our estuaries and bays searching out suitable spawning beds.


  The current IGFA all-tackle world record is 19 pounds, 2 ounces, taken off Jones Beach, Long Island, New York, on October 11, 1984, by Dennis R. Rooney and then matched on May 20, 1989, in Delaware Bay by William E. Thomas. The current New Jersey record is 18 pounds, 8 ounces, caught by Karl Jones in 1986 in Delaware Bay. During the course of an entire season, however, the majority of the fish you hook into will be on the small side, ranging anywhere from 1 to 5 pounds.


  [image: John Perrine shows that weakfish are easy and fun to catch. They are a great way to get the youngsters hooked on fishing. Shell E. Caris photo.]


  John Perrine shows that weakfish are easy and fun to catch. They are a great way to get the youngsters hooked on fishing. Shell E. Caris photo.


  Weakfish are attracted to structure and currents, particularly those associated with inlets, canals, river mouths, and tidal creeks. Tidal differences also play a big role in stimulating the fish to feed. Weakfish feed on a wide variety of marine organisms, including grass shrimp, worms, spearing, anchovies, killies, peanut bunker, juvenile herring, baby snappers, spots, croakers, crabs, clams, and other crustaceans.


  The incoming tide is the best tide for the shorebound angler to concentrate on. This is particularly true when the incoming tide occurs at night. During the summer months an incoming tide that slacks around midnight is ideal. Not that later isn’t productive, but this will allow you to still get home at a somewhat reasonable hour while scoring a good number of fish. With the reduced amount of boat traffic at night, you’ll also find weakies to be very aggressive; they can be extremely skittish in the daytime when there’s a lot of traffic around.


  FALSE ALBACORE


  When late September and October rolls around on the Jersey coast we are gladly greeted by some southern guests that come to test our reel drags. Topping the list of these migratory species is the false albacore (Euthynnus alletteratus), aka little tunny, hard tail, or fat albert.


  The false albacore has for many reasons replaced the burly linesider in allure, first of all because of its robust fighting ability on light tackle. These pelagic speedsters can quickly strip 200 yards of line in a reel-screeching, arm-wrenching, lightning-fast run. When you add to this the visual component of being able to see your quarry before the strike, your adrenaline will surge to a boil.


  Albies can range in size from small football-shaped 3- to 4-pounders up to tuna-looking 15-pounders in New Jersey. The IGFA all-tackle record is 35 pounds, 2 ounces, caught December 14, 1988, by Jean Yves Chatard at Cape de Garde, Algeria.


  False albacore are actually a member of the mackerel family and should not be confused with the white albacore tuna that you buy in the grocery store. False albacore have bloodred meat and aren’t usually brought to the dinner table.


  Albies are one of the most colorful species of fish that you’ll catch in New Jersey. Their greenish blue iridescent dorsal surface literally lights up when caught and can be found mixed with hues of sparkling silver and lavender. They possess a deeply forked hard tail and have four to five dark spots located just below the pectoral fins. Series of wormlike vermilion dark lines run across the upper sides of the fish.


  Albies feed on a variety of small baits such as spearing, mullet, and peanut bunker, but they have a preference for bay anchovies (rainfish) as they school up along our beaches. Albies have very keen eyesight, so they can be difficult to catch when they’re keyed in on a specific bait. For this reason fluorocarbon leaders are usually a must for hooking into these speedsters.


  The false albacore has become the prized quarry of the fly fisher in New Jersey. No fish will take you as deep into your backing as quickly as an albie. The window of opportunity for these fish is short, however. Not only will they fly by a beach in literally seconds, but they are also prone to vacate our inshore waters when the surf gets rough or turbid. Albies favor clean, clear water with relatively calm, consistent conditions and plenty of bait to feed on. Preferred temperatures are from the mid-60s to the low-70-degree range. So if we have a cold fall with quickly dropping water temperatures, expect the albies to move back south much more quickly.


  [image: The false albacore is the prized quarry of the New Jersey fly fisher. Here Bob Popovics displays one of these surf-caught speedsters. Shell E. Caris photo.]


  The false albacore is the prized quarry of the New Jersey fly fisher. Here Bob Popovics displays one of these surf-caught speedsters. Shell E. Caris photo.


  FLUKE (Summer Flounder)


  On just about any summer day you’ll find small boats, rental boats, and party boats drifting the inshore and back bay waters for fluke (Paralichthys dentatus), also known as summer flounder. The fluke is one of New Jersey’s two most common flatfish and is highly sought after when the dog days of summer set in. When fluke are abundant they can litter the seafloor or river bottom and can be “easy pickin’s” on the right tide stages. Their meat is white and flaky when cooked and is a favorite dish in many restaurants and homes.


  In spring fluke move into our inshore waters from wintering grounds that are located in 400 to 600 feet of water along the edge of the continental shelf. The fluke is a highly predatory fish. This is evident by its large mouth filled with teeth. It’s a left-sided fish: The “top” of the fish is actually its left side. This is where you’ll find both eyes. The left side of the fish is heavily pigmented, while the right side or belly is white.


  The coloration of the fluke varies depending on where the fish is located. Fluke that inhabit muddy bottoms are very dark brown or even blackish in appearance, whereas those inhabiting sandy bottoms are much lighter. Light to dark mottled patterns of spots and blotches will also be evident.


  Their average weight is 2 to 6 pounds, but larger “doormats” can be caught ranging from 10 to 20 pounds. The current IGFA record is 22 pounds, 7 ounces, caught by Charles Nappi on September 15, 1975, off Montauk, New York.


  [image: Shell E. Caris displays a typical New Jersey doormat fluke. Bob Popovics photo.]


  Shell E. Caris displays a typical New Jersey doormat fluke. Bob Popovics photo.


  Fluke are aggressive predators and will feed on a variety of baitfish, squid, crabs, and shrimp. They can be caught in our river systems, along the beach, and even offshore in deeper waters. A favorite bait is a killie and squid combo, or sand eels and squid. Strips of fluke belly are also very productive.


  WINTER FLOUNDER


  After a long cold winter one of the first opportunities that the New Jersey angler has to cure those cabin fever blues comes toward the middle of March when winter flounder (Pseudo pleuronectes americanus) season opens. These flatfish are probably among the tastiest fish you can prepare for the table and are highly sought after for this reason, by both the recreational and commercial sectors.


  Winter flounder are most abundant in northern and central New Jersey. South of Barnegat Bay their numbers diminish greatly. Winter flounder migrate inshore beginning in October and winter over in our rivers and estuaries. By early December excellent catches are being made.


  Winter flounder spawn mostly during January and February, but some early catches in March and April are late spawners and contain plenty of roe. As the water warms again in spring, the fish run offshore.


  Morphologically the winter flounder is unusual looking and very similar in appearance to the fluke. It’s considered a right-sided fish—in comparison to the left-sided fluke. When you look at the “top” of the fish, you’re actually looking at its right side. The winter flounder has a very small mouth and lacks visible teeth. They’re usually found lying in muddy or mixtures of muddy and sandy bottoms waiting for small benthic organisms such as worms, snails, and crabs to drift on by for an easy meal. They’ll even eat plant material. Their color can vary from a dark brown to gray to olive green with visible dark spots. Their average weight is only 1 to 1 1/2 pounds, but some have reached as large as 5 pounds. The IGFA record is 7 pounds, caught by Einar F. Grell on May 8, 1986, off Fire Island, New York.


  [image: Mickey Alpert’s quest for that 50 pound surf-caught bass became a reality with this 51.8-pound trophy. Hank Wurzburger photo.]


  Mickey Alpert’s quest for that 50 pound surf-caught bass became a reality with this 51.8-pound trophy. Hank Wurzburger photo.
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  THE JETTY STATE

  

  



  New Jersey is well known for its jetty construction. Many of our New Jersey is well known for its jetty construction. Many of our beaches are littered with these rock piles, which were designed to provide coastal protection and prevent beach erosion. The northern and central part of our state has long been referred to as “Jetty Country.” The long array of these artificial structures that line towns from Sea Bright through Manasquan have been the playing field for many jetty jocks searching for that trophy catch. But given the state’s recent beach replenishment projects, these once prime fishing locations are quickly being covered up or notched. Lucky for us, Mother Nature has her way of undoing what man has done, and many of these jetties are exposed again. You’ll also find that many of the improved inlets across the state, such as the Shark River, Manasquan, Barnegat, Absecon, Townsend, Hereford, and Cold Spring, are home to some of the longest and most productive jetties that can be found anywhere.


  By definition, a jetty is any long artificial structure built perpendicular to the coast to protect the openings of inlets or harbors. A groin is a short artificial structure built perpendicular to the shoreline in an effort to control beach erosion by trapping sediments carried by longshore currents. It’s common practice to use the term jetty to refer to all of the rock structures along our beaches, even though technically this usage is incorrect.


  When it comes to fishing the New Jersey coast, jetties make up one of its most productive and challenging components. Fishing these rock piles requires you to always consider safety first and the catch second. Wearing the appropriate footwear, such as steel-studded Korkers, is an absolute must. Without them you’re putting yourself at risk for a severe fall or plunge. Since jetties are such a big part of our fishery, a little jetty knowledge may be extremely useful before you begin to tackle these structures.


  Jetties provide an avenue for the surf fisherman to hook into fish that would ordinarily be unreachable from the beach. They also provide some excellent structure that holds myriad marine life. These highly productive ecosystems draw bait along their sides, which in turn lures predators. Stripers, blues, weakfish, fluke, and albacore can be found just underneath your Korkers.


  [image: Fishing a jetty can be very productive in a northeast blow. Always remember ”safety first” during these extreme conditions. Scott Erwin shows how it’s done. Shell E. Caris photo.]


  Fishing a jetty can be very productive in a northeast blow. Always remember ”safety first” during these extreme conditions. Scott Erwin shows how it’s done. Shell E. Caris photo.


  Understanding the anatomy of a jetty will help you understand how to fish it productively. Many of the jetties in our state have been constructed so that at mean high tide, they’re still 2 feet above sea level and not completely submerged. So even at high tide, they’re fishable. A storm or rough surf, however, will render them unsafe, because waves wash over them, sweeping even the most experienced fisherman off his feet.


  There are three parts to any jetty: the beach end, the middle section, and the tip. The beach end of the jetty runs all the way back to the zero line, which may be the street, dunes, or a permanent bulkhead. The majority of this portion is covered with sand and never seen by the fisherman. This gives the illusion that the jetty ends where it meets the waterline on the beach. Along the midsection there can be outcroppings of rocks with sheltered covelike features or straight runs of granite rocks. And at the tip you’ll find rocks dislodged by strong storms and scattered around on the surrounding sea bottom.


  As a fisherman, you’ll need to attack the jetty with the same strategy that a trout fisherman uses to attack an unfamiliar stream: that is, to read it. Work its entire length fishing both sides until you learn where the deeper holes and ambush points are located. A good rule of thumb is to fish the tip first, particularly in the early morning at sunup. This is where the largest fish will be located the majority of the time. This makes the tip a rather attractive place, and it can become crowded very quickly, especially if there’s easy access and parking available directly behind the jetty on the street.


  The tip of the jetty will give you the ability to cast more than 180 degrees. You can fan out and work the rock pile from many different angles. The tip is most favorable at high tide when the water is relatively calm. In rough-water conditions the tip is unfishable due to large waves breaking on top of it or pushing large volumes of white water over the rock face.


  Jetties were designed to prevent beach erosion, but in hindsight we now realize that they actually cause more. As the littoral current transports sand along the beach, the jetty acts as a barrier, trapping sand on the side of the jetty that the current is striking. This was the initial purpose of the jetty. It was hoped that this sand would build up and fill in the beach behind the jetty. However, what happens is that the opposite side of the jetty becomes void of any deposition of sand. As a result, a deep hole develops on this side, adjacent to the tip.


  This spot is a prime location for trophy fish to be lurking. Spot it quickly and fish it first, before any other anglers have a chance to toss in an offering. Pay particular attention to this spot if the wind is blowing and pushing waves into the hole. This will trap plankton and draw baits into these quarters, making them easy prey. Don’t pass up this opportunity when the conditions set up this way. It will be an excellent ambush point with highly productive results.


  Once you’re comfortable that you’ve fished the tip exhaustively, you can move to the midsection or beach end of the jetty. The choice is up to you. Both areas are conducive to holding bait and will produce fish. If you move to the midsection, look for outcroppings of rocks along the sides of the jetty. These may be difficult to recognize, because they’re sometimes slight and hardly noticeable. Remember that what you see on the surface extends out and continues well below the surface. A small outcropping above will increase in size and length below the water. This is where polarized sunglasses will help; they let you see below the surface by eliminating glare.


  One of the most predominant features of the middle section of a jetty is the presence of rip currents, which run along its sides. The edges or tailout sections of rips are excellent places for trophy fish to lie in wait for an easy meal. Along the sides of a jetty, rips will develop as the jetty redirects water moving laterally along the beach. The jetty is an obstacle that the water needs to go around. As a result, deep cuts are carved along the sides of the jetty rocks as the water follows its path of least resistance.


  Fishing these rips will undoubtedly put you into fish. To fish the rip from the midsection, cast your line into the beach, allowing it to fall on the backside of an advancing wave. As your line is swept out, let it sink until it’s out in front of you at about the one o’clock position. At this point start retrieving slowly, letting the natural flow of water over your plug or fly produce undulations. If you’re fly fishing, don’t strip too quickly, or your fly will rise to the surface, out of the strike zone.


  Another very effective way to fish a rip is to dead drift a weighted jig or fly through it. Cast in the same manner as before, but as your offering is swept out, feed out line also. This will allow your jig or fly to be swept out toward the tail section of the rip without rising to the surface. As your line begins to straighten at the end of the drift, start your retrieve. Be alert for a quick strike as soon as your offering is pulled toward you.


  As you move to the beach end of the jetty, you’ll usually find a pocket where the beach and jetty meet. This spot warrants close examination, because even large predators frequent it. Don’t be fooled into thinking that the shallow water in this area is not a prime fish-holding region. As a matter of fact, it’s quite the opposite. Many times predators will trap bait here, using the jetty and the beach as a barrier.


  A second beach-end location to work is the beach scarp. This is the region that lies directly in front of you as you enter the water. A drop-off is usually produced from the returning water. This trough serves as an avenue for cruising fish looking for small invertebrates, which are dislodged by the waves’ churning action and the returning backwash from the beach slope. Small baitfish also use this area as they follow the topography of the coastline on their migratory routes.


  After you work the beach end pocket, fish this trough by casting straight out from your position. Allow the incoming waves to push your line into the trough, then retrieve slowly, directly toward you. If you have a hook-up in this area, you should be able to quickly get off the rocks and onto the beach to fight the fish.


  There are some special considerations when fishing a jetty. When retrieving your artificial from any part of the jetty, pull it directly to the edge of the rocks. Allow your offering to sit momentarily in a pocket of water next to the rocks, undulating back and forth. In a last desperate attempt to capture their prey, bass and blues will attack a plug or fly fished in this manner—it appears to be pinned in with no escape.


  Special consideration should also be given to fighting a fish from the middle or tip section of the jetty. Hooking any large trophy-sized fish will necessitate getting off the rocks to land the fish, or at least having a predetermined landing route. Walking a fish off the rocks and landing it in the surf is safer than risking having to climb down the rocks and being knocked off the jetty by an unexpected wave. A surf landing is usually possible if you’re fishing a short jetty.


  A common mistake made by many fishermen after they’ve successfully walked a fish off the rocks is to immediately begin reeling down on the fish while standing next to the jetty. To eliminate any chance of the fish running back into the rocks, walk a good distance away from them before you begin your retrieve.


  As you walk down the beach, let your reel drag and rod bend control the fish while it strips line from the reel. As you apply pressure, try to feel which direction the fish’s head is facing, then try to turn the head so it’s facing the beach while guiding the fish to swim away from the rocks. Once you’re a good distance away from the jetty, you can continue to fight the fish in a normal manner.


  If the fish won’t allow you to move off the rocks because it’s too big or the jetty is too long, look for a flat rock near the water’s edge where the fish could be led and slid onto. This will minimize the chances of your leader getting cut on the rocks as you get ready to land the fish. Be ready for one final desperate attempt to escape as the fish realizes the end is near.


  And there you have it: some knowledge and strategies to get you started or improve your tactics when confronted with these ominous New Jersey rock piles. Put on the Korkers for safety and play by the rules, and you’ll reap the rewards of a trophy fish. And maybe even have bestowed upon you that coveted title . . .jetty jock!


  

  THREE
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  FLY FISHING

  



  In the last few years the sport of saltwater fly fishing has exploded along the Jersey coast. With the exposure that the sport has received from various sources, such as ESPN Outdoors, numerous Internet sites, and multiple national magazines and publications, more and more anglers are abandoning the heavy hardware and opting for the long rod. Even freshwater fly rodders are coming to the salt, realizing that the sheer size of the quarry will elicit adrenaline rushes that cannot be matched by the feisty 15- and 16-inch salmonids that have been coming to net.


  From Sandy Hook to Cape May, myriad opportunities abound for the fly fisherman to do battle with stripers, blues, weaks, and our prized trophy the false albacore. The saltwater long rodder can find an abundance of rock jetties and long stretches of pristine beaches perfectly suited for shooting a line into the suds.


  As a saltwater fly-fishing guide, I’m frequently asked, “So why fly?” For me it’s the strike and ensuing fight. The sensation of holding a pumping fly rod in your hand is unmatched by any conventional or spinning tackle. The throbbing, pulsating, and bending rod releases its energy directly into your hand.


  It’s almost as if you have the captured fish by the tail. I like to call it a fly rodder’s fix. This is what keeps me returning to the surf time after time, and cast after cast.


  There’s a fascinating history associated with the sport of


  [image: Seven saltwater flies for New Jersey. Top to bottom: Half-and-Half, Siliclone, Surf Candy, Deceiver, Bob’s Banger, Clouser, Jiggy. Pete DeStefano photo.]
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