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THE FALL MIGRATORY ROUTE OF THE STRIPED BASS.
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Swimming with the Fishes





I dont advise peeing in your wet suit, shouted Paul Melnyk. Youll get a mean rash.


Ill keep that in mind, I hollered into the wind, my words quickly blown back into my face.


Truth was, whizzing in my neoprene bodysuit was the least of my worries. I was standing at the edge of the roiling Atlantic in Montauk, New York. Clouds covered the sliver of a moon, the chilly October night as black as the bottom of a well. In a few minutes I would follow Melnyk into the ocean.



We planned to lie on our backs, fishing rods held under our arms, and kick our way three hundred yards offshore. Once there, we would float on the current that ran parallel to the beach, casting live eels for striped bass. After we were carried for a half mile or so, we would kick back to where we started and begin the drift again. Melnyk, a Montauk local who invented this form of angling, calls it skishing (a cross between skiing and fishing, since large stripers often towed him like a water-skier). As one guide told me before my skishing adventure, Melnyk was on the extreme end of extreme.


The night before our trip, a surf fisherman, with both feet on shore, had landed a fifty-pound striper, and Melnyk wanted to best that mark. He was sure the fish was an indication of a school of trophy striped bass in the area. There was no turning back. We huddled behind a large dune to zip our wet suits and run through an equipment check. Headlamp? Check. Whistle? Check. Pliers? Check. Knife? Check.


If a shark grabs me, I expect you to fight him off with your knife, said Melnyk, trying to loosen up the situation. His levity was lost on me. I knew enough about the area to realize that the threat of sharks was no joke. A little more than a decade back, a Montauk charter boat had landed a monstrous great white (seventeen feet, 3,427 pounds) that had been snacking on a dead whale not far from the point, and just that summer a fourteen-foot mako had been pilfering stripers from the ends of fishermens lines and ramming boats near Cape Cod. Up and down the East Coast, 2001 had been the summer of the shark.


There were also rip currents, some of which ran at eight knots. If we got caught in the wrong place, we would be shot out into the ocean as if on a water-park ride.


Lets do this before I chicken out, I said.


Okay. Remember, this is a shore break. Its dangerous surf. These waves can pick you up and slam you on the beach. Itll ruin your week. Once we clear them its easy sailingmake that kicking.


We waded in. The surf zone was a cauldron of white water, and beyond it the seas lumps melded with the sky. When the water reached our knees, we dropped on our backs and pulled on our flippers. With the waves rushing to shore, it was a clumsy endeavor, and twice I rolled face first into the water before succeeding.


Ready? yelled Melnyk.


Ready.


Kick, kick, kick, kick.


When my flippers gained purchase, I zipped ahead into the wash.


Stay with me, Dave.


We were kicking side by side when the first breaker rushed over us. I swallowed a mouthful of seawater and bobbed to the surface. Melnyk hooted with delight. The next wave lifted me up and carried me tumbling back where Id started.


Come on, Dave. Kick, kick, kick! coaxed Melnyk. I gathered myself and pushed off again. In less than thirty seconds we were out of the surf, rising and falling on the choppy waves of the ocean. At fifty-six degrees, the water breaching our wet suits was breath-stealing.


Is this living or what? screamed Melnyk. Were on the edge, man.


How much farther?


About a hundred kicks.


On the crest of each wave I could see the shore. TV sets were flashing muted blues and reds in the windows of the beach motels above the dunes. I found myself envious of the occupants, who had little fear of disappearing into the Atlantic. Suddenly there was a surface commotion just in front of our heads, like a broom slapping the water. Just a flock of sea ducks riding out the weather, said Melnyk. We probably scared the shit out of them.


Likewise.


Eventually Melnyk yelled, Were here, man. We stopped kicking. The thick wet suits provided enough buoyancy to keep us chest high in the gin-clear water. I flipped my headlamp on; it illuminated a circle in front of me, the strobe reaching toward the bottom. I could see my purple flippers flexing as I flutter-kicked to stabilize myself. I wondered what could see me from below, and inched closer to Melnyk.


Melnyk kept each eel in an individual sandwich-size Ziploc bag for easy handling. He passed one to me. It squirmed within its plastic confines as I hooked it through the jaw. With the hook in place I pulled hard, ripping the bag and freeing the eel. It danced on the end of my line. If I didnt cast soon, it would tie itself and the line into a slimy knot.


I turned my light off. Melnyk already had his eel in the water. He was floating about ten feet from me. His black neoprene hood combined with his surf rod rising from the surface made him look like a seagoing knight, his trusty steed a sea creature from Proteuss flock. As I went to cast, Melnyks rod quivered, then bent deeply. He reared back on the fish, then yelled, Oh baby, theyre here.





In 1954 the editors of Salt Water Sportsman declared that the striped bass had a fanatical human following that compares to none. If Paul Melnyk is any indication, the striped-bass fervor is stronger half a century later. Its estimated that on the East Coast more than three million fishermen pursue the fish. Feeding the passion is a striper population that has soared to a 150-year high after experiencing a near total collapse in the early 1980s. The reasons for the decline were legionfrom overharvesting to pollution of the spawning groundsbut thankfully legislation and the resiliency of the striper helped reverse the damage. The stock resurgence was in full swing when I joined the striper faithful in 1995 not long after I moved to New York City to begin my career as a journalist.


Having grown up on the banks of a coastal river in Savannah, Georgia, fishing was as much a part of my character as my southern accent. I spent the days of my youth immersed in the pursuit of fish. The walls of my room teemed with photos of sea life clipped from sporting magazines: Sailfish herded bait with their electric-blue dorsal fins; giant bluefin tuna rose from the depths; redfish tails wagged above the surface. On the ceiling above my bed, next to a shark jaw suspended on a piece of fishing line, I tacked a chart of the local waters. I liked to study it before I went to sleep. One night my father opened my bedroom door. He inquired about my homework, then took a good look around. You know, Dave, he said, at this age your brothers had posters of women on the walls.


Instead of fast-food joints or lifeguard stands, I found work on the decks of private and charter fishing boats. Every time I sank the gaff in an especially green or wildly thrashing fish aboard the Captain D, a thirty-foot charter boat, my boss would turn to our party and say, with pride, That, folks, is a sign of a misspent youth. When it came time to choose between two colleges I wanted to attend in New England, I opted for the school surrounded by the best trout water.


In New York, I took fish where I could find them. On weekends, I fly-fished in one of Central Parks weed-choked ponds for stunted largemouth bass, and once foul-hooked a baby stroller on my backcast. Fortunately, the strollers occupant was on a nearby blanket. While navigating around the city, I frequently took detours through Chinatown to look at the blackfish that swam in crowded tanks before being sold to passersby for chowder or whole roasting. In midtown, I stared through the windows of high-class seafood restaurants at the dead fishsnapper, grouper, monkfish, salmon, rainbow troutlaid out on beds of ice. There were also countless trips to the Coney Island Aquarium. These routines did not placate my needs, only exacerbated them.


Then, on a foggy night in Long Island Sound, I landed my first striper. It weighed twenty pounds and was just over thirty-six inches. That a fish of such size could be swimming in the shadows of New York Citys skyline in a waterway I thought corrupt with pollution amazed me. I was, to borrow a term from the writer Charles Gaines, gut-hooked.


Striped bass had not been part of my angling education, but I soon learned that the fish migrated from warmer climes to the waters surrounding the city in the spring and left in late fall. Their catholic appetite made them suckers for an array of lures and baits. Best of all, I discovered, I lived literally a New York minute from prime fishing grounds: the Hudson River. Often I would wake when many of my friends were returning from a night on the town, walk three long blocks from my apartmentacross Broadway, West End Avenue, and Riverside Driveto the Hudson, and land a handful of fish before work. I was usually alone, save for the brown blur of rats returning to their riverside lairs and bums sleeping off hangovers on park benches. It was during these sunrise expeditions that I began formulating the ultimate angling adventure. For years I kept the plot to myself, carrying it around like a lucky rock. When the absurdities of life reared up, I retreated to my plan, honing details, knowing one day I would need to execute it.


I wanted to follow the fall migration of this grand fish, for fall is the best time to be a striper fisherman. With the task of their southward movement burning up energy and the need to store fat for the approaching winter, stripers seem to do nothing but eat. It is a movable feast. And theyre never far from shore. During my first fall in Montauk, I had watched this river of feeding fish pass by after a few weeks of inconceivable action. Perched on a rock in the surf, I had looked out on an ocean that was awash with lifestripers, bait, birdsand watched it go blank. Not a temporary blip but a blackout. On the stripers tails, a northwest wind, cold and stiff, blew like stink for three days. There would be stragglers, but the giant game convoy had vanished, or so it seemed. Really, it has just moved farther south, to the delight of other anglers awaiting its arrival.


My journey would begin in Bath, Maine, near the northern end of the stripers range. There I hoped to find the fish on the cusp of their fall migration. When they headed south, so would I. My path would intersect with the grand locales of striper fishing: the Kennebec River, Nauset Beach, Marthas Vineyard, Cuttyhunk, Jamestown, Montauk, Cape Charles, Oregon Inlet. Id finally tap the brakes for good, some three months after I set out, on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. Here the striped bass spend the winter.


I would pursue the fish in the surf, from all types of boats, and even underwater with my camera. In doing so, Id spend time in the company of the countrys finest sharpies, as the best striper fishermen are called. If my timing was decent, I would keep pace with the convoy of fish.


With the trinket shops of summer-vacation towns shuttered and traffic jams replaced by leaves loping along grassy shoulders, the road would be mine. At night, when I wasnt fishing, Id camp, bunk with friends, or crash in cheap seaside motels.


For some time the realities of my scheme, though assuaging, seemed insurmountable. But my obsession with the striped bass eventually wore them down. Seven years after landing that first striper in Long Island Sound, I chucked my job, tried desperately to explain the situation to my girlfriend, found a vehicle, and cemented an itinerary. I told my bewildered friends I had become a striper groupie.





With the fish hooked, Melnyk leaned back for leverage, as if sitting in a submerged BarcaLounger, his flippers poking above the surface, and went to work. He whipped the striper in less than five minutes and then grabbed the leader, steering the twenty-pound, three-foot-long fish under his arm. A big striper, but not the cow he was hunting. This ones as docile as a baby, he said, reaching for the hook. Unfortunately, the sea wasnt as calm. A large wave, its breaking crest alerting us it was on its way, lifted us skyward. For a second atop the six-footer, a gust of wind smacked us like a balled-up wet towel. Whoa, who turned on the fan? said Melnyk. Then we dropped down the back side of the wave. The heavy weather had me spooked, and it was only going to get rougher. I made a deal with myself: no copping out for at least thirty minutes.


A few casts later I felt a solid thump on my line and set the hook. Immediately, the fish began to have its way with me; I plunged face first into the water. I pulled my head out to hear Melnyk laughing but then went down again, my legs kicking like mad. This time I managed to lean back and exert some pressure. The fish charged for the shore, spinning me around and, again, yanking me off of my axis, but I recovered much quicker. Back in position, I began to get towed away from Melnyk. Hey, dont let me get too far away, I yelled.


Ha! Youre doing great. Might be a thirty-pounder.


After ten minutes I had the fish in close. Then it came thrashing out of the water, its teeth clacking, head swinging back and forth. I was eye to eye with a ten-pound, pissed-off bluefish, one of the oceans gamest, and dirtiest, fighters. There would be nothing docile about this landing. As the fish circled, I tried to reach out and grab it, but every time I did the blue rose up and tail-walked across the surface, snapping its jaws like a set of hedge clippers. Watch those chompers! yelled Melnyk. Lose a finger out here and well have one hell of a chum slick. Finally I got a grip just behind the blues head and pried the hook free. The catch did little to buoy my courage.


For the next twenty-five minutes, neither of us even registered a hit. I think we need to go out a little further. Maybe another hundred yards, said Melnyk. You up for it?


I think I might want to head in, I said. Im a little freaked out tonight.


We can go in if you want. Just say theWow, what was that? His sentence had been interrupted by a deep grunting sound coming from directly beneath us.


I was hoping you would have a good explanation.


Maybe its a blackfish marking its territory.


Blackfish dont grunt.


Just another one of the wonders of being out here, he said.


My wonderment ended a few seconds later when I told Melnyk Id had enough. You sure, man? he said.


Positive.


After taking a drumming in the surf on the swim to shore, I stood up in a few feet of water. My legs felt like wet noodles. When Melnyk dropped me off, I took a long, hot shower, then went to the Dock, a rowdy bar favored by fishermen, for a double bourbon on the rocks. Id never been so happy to be on solid ground, oh-so-wonderful solid ground.
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The Run





When describing why a proven drop may be hot one day and cold the next, seasoned anglers like to say, Fish have tails. These fishermen understand that their quarry moves according to patterns of wind, tide, time of day, and myriad other variables. Fishing a good spot under the wrong conditions is a lot like lacing up your ice skates in July.


A stripers tail, or caudal fin, is shaped like a straw broom, wide and deep. It allows the fish to maneuver in tight spots and provides the surface area for quick bursts of speed. This tail accounts for the ease with which the striper inhabits the surf zone, where the tumbling waves, boulder-strewn shores, and swirling sands send most fish scurrying for calmer seas. Its not the best tail for covering large distances with ease. A better choice would be one that is more deeply forked, like a marlins or a bluefishsthe forked shape provides less resistance and more speed. But this seems of little bother to striped bass, some of which log more than two thousand migratory miles a year.


The northbound leg begins in the spring when most stripers age two or older drop out of the Chesapeake Bay, where the majority of the migratory stock is spawned and reared. Its estimated that this coursing stream of pinstriped silver is made up of twenty-five million individuals. The spring migration is a sleepy affair, with all fish shaking off the chills of winter and many recouping from the rigors of spawning. The stripers are thin and worn out. The Chesapeake stripers are joined by a relatively small number of fish that spawn in the Delaware Bay and the Hudson River. As they move north, large schools fall out and set up shop in bays and estuaries from New Jersey to the Bay of Fundy. Here the striped bass spend the summer, like parasol-toting vacationers, lolling in pleasant conditions. Then they rally for the fall run.


It starts with aggressive feeding. The weakening angle of the suns rays, like Pavlovs bell, signals an instinctual urge to eat. Areas that had been close to dormant in July and August boil with fish come September.


Next, the first cold snap of the year barrels down from Canada and sends water temperatures plummeting for the first time in six months. As a result, the trillions of microorganisms riding the tide since they bloomed in spring die off. Almost overnight, the water, which has been clouded by this boon of life, clears up, until one can see a shoal ten feet beneath the surface. And while the bass dont feed on these tiny creatures, their prey does. As the underwater world takes on a new clarity, baitfishsilversides, bay anchovies, sand eels, bunker, herringunderstand its time to go. And as the bait goes, so go the bass.


This domino effect begins in Maine, where autumn gains a stronghold by mid-September. Here the migration starts off with a trickle as thousands of stripers begin to move south. They have the farthest to travelsome one thousand milesbefore they reach their wintering grounds. On average, the fish will log about twelve miles a day, but the speed of the migration changes with the weather. Indian summers find the fish dragging their tails. Conversely, a succession of early winter storms chase them south, invoking the common expression, When the snow flies, the bass go by.


As any college student knows, its hard to throw a hell-raising party with minimal numbers, and for this reason the fall run in Maine is a shadow of what it will become. Along the way, these fish will pick up other migrants, until there are waves and waves of stripers coursing down the coast. Within a single hour a particular drop goes from barren to chock-full of fins.


The route, while essentially north to south and within a mile from shore, can also vary. Since the task of their migration burns energy, the fish need to eat, and they follow the bait. If the peanut bunker or blueback herring get blown offshore by a west wind, the bass will remain out of reach of surf casters on the mainland but delight those on the islands, like Marthas Vineyard. When the reverse happens, the residents on the Vineyard and other islands can feel as if theyre, well, stranded on an island.


The fish in this giant underwater march sort themselves out by size. The two-year-oldstheyre roughly fourteen inches longusually leave first. This will be their first fall migration, and their eagerness to depart is not a result of youthful restlessness but rather a fact of locomotion: Their tails are up to twice as small as their older brethrens, and they need the extra time to cover ground.


It follows, then, that the large cows leave last. (In striper parlance, any fish over fifty pounds is a cow. The largest fish are always females; males rarely reach weights of more than twenty pounds.) Often, these fifty-to seventy-pound behemoths, many of which have been on the migratory circuit for more than twenty years, leave their summer hangouts when fall foliage has become nothing but a brown, brittle ground cover. Among the cows there can often be found a few smaller, blind stripers. And while it would be comforting to anthropomorphize this combinationthe matriarchs taking care of their wounded flockthere is no known explanation for this phenomenon.


The touchstone of the fall run is the feeding frenzy known in angling argot as a blitz. During a blitz, baitfish are pushed to the surface by hungry stripers. Jammed against the top of the water column, they form a tight ball that darkens the water, each fish seeking safety among thousands of others. With this wad of baitfish spinning like a disco ball, the first striper launches an attack on its flank. The ball splits wide open. On cue, the other stripers pounce, like children chasing candy from a piata, and the surface is churned into a mlange of blood and guts. The ruckus attracts terns and gulls, which hover close to the water, waiting for the baitfish to leap from the jaws of the stripers, and swipe their meal from midair, all the while squawking encouragement.


For the angler, hooking a striper in this situation is as simple as landing a lure in the fray. But the blitz can end as suddenly as it began. When it does, fishermen scan the water, waiting for the next round. Below the surface the two sides regroup.


Stripers and bait schools arent the only animals traversing the rim of the Atlantic in autumn. Terns, gulls, and gannets fly endless patrols searching for blitzing fish. Above them, skeins of sea ducks and geese quack and honk their way south in shaky Vs. The most unassuming traveler of fall, the monarch butterfly, quietly rides the wind with a determination that will bring it to the mountain forests of central Mexico.


But its beneath the seas surface where theres an unfathomable torrent of lifeeverything from sea robins to sharks to stingrays fall in step with the bass. False-albacore schools zip here and there like schoolkids set loose at recess. Blowfish furiously work their stubby tails. Right whales breach just offshore on the way to their breeding grounds off the coast of Georgia. And while not every marine species is headed southsome, like the bluefish, move offshore to wait out the winter at a depth where water temperatures remain staticthe entire coastline is quivering with movement. The fall migration is a symphony of life, its music created by billions of fish tails.
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Maine: On the Road





Labor Day, 2001. As I left New Hampshire, I-95 morphed into the Maine Turnpike. Traffic heading south, just across the grassy divide, was stop-and-go, vacationers leaving summer behind and ushering in autumn in a snarl of cars.


I was whooshing along in the company of a couple of timber trucks. Ensconced in my full-size, 4  4 Ford Explorer, I felt like I belonged. The truck wasnt really mine; it had been graciously loaned to me for three months. It was more posh than most fishmobiles, but I had been told to make it my own. The back was loaded with tackle, including eleven rods and reels. There were also duffel bags full of clothes and foul-weather gear, two pairs of waders, camping supplies, and all manner of atlases and gazetteers. A maroon sea kayak, which had already lost its jury-rigged cockpit cover (a Hefty bag secured with bungee cords) in a freak squall on New Yorks Throgs Neck Bridge, was strapped to the roof.


When I turned off near Bath, Maine, it was dark. I followed the promise of a blue road sign that advertised lodging. Bath proper was still a few miles ahead, but I couldnt afford the motel rates in the center of town. After nine hours on the road, I wasnt picky. I found a small, run-down inn. The front-desk clerk, who was also the waitress, was about to call it a night.


Any vacancy? I asked sheepishly, as there wasnt a car in the parking lot, and the dining area reminded me of a dollhouse, its empty tables set waiting for imaginary guests. Theres plenty of room at the inn, she said, quite pleased with her answer. Water or road views? I chose the road, since the rate just squeaked in under my $35 lodging allowance and I could keep an eye on the truck.


When I opened the door to my room, a roach made a break for cover under the bed. A twelve-inch black-and-white TV flickered in the corner. I could hear a steady ping of water dripping in the aluminum shower stall, and the rumpled brown bedspread sported a monumental stain that bore an uncanny resemblance to South America. I called down to the front desk to see about upgrading. No answer.


Before going to sleepin my clothes on top of the sheetsI found an outlet, powered up my laptop computer, and wrote my first journal entry of the trip. It began, Road Rule 1: Dont find a place to stay in the dark.




My decision to settle on Bath as the northern terminus of my journey was more enlightened. The quaint seafaring town sits snug on the most classic striper water in Maine, the Kennebec River. While some migrating stripers can be caught as far north as the Bay of Fundy, the majority of the fish that reach the state find the Kennebec and the coastline that flanks it irresistible. Here, two of the cornerstones of striped-bass fishing, viable habitat and bait, occur with such frequency that
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