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			Then terrible things happened, there in the murky water and the misty moonshine. A monster of the deep tried to do me to death—that’s what happened. To this day I carry the physical scars of that encounter; and there’s a scar on my mind too, a mute testimonial of my ordeal on that dread night. 

			—Archibald Rutledge, “Death in the Moonlight”
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			Dedicated to the memory of Dery Bennett (1930–2009).

			Friend. Conservationist. Mischief Maker.

		

	
		
			Contents

		

		
			Contents

			Foreword

			Introduction: Fish On

			Part I: EARLY, SPASTIC CASTS    

			Lot G

			The Great Lost Fish

			The Diamond Jig

			The Chain Letter

			Getting Thrown In

			Ya Gotta Hook ’em to Cook ’em

			Fishing Ruined My Life

			Part II: SNAGS       

			Opening Daze

			Party Boat Blues

			The Best Fish Ever

			Buck Bug Fever

			A Bridge Tarpon Too Far

			My Cup Runneth Over

			Skinning Mr. Whiskers

			Bottom Fishing

			Poor Grayling

			The King of the River

			Part III: STREAMSIDE HAZARDS    

			Fishing with Griz

			The Legend of Pusfoot

			Tackle-Busters 

			Hooked on Hooks

			Losing the Bunker Cup

			Part IV: CATCHING THE CREEPS    

			Creepy Uranium Man

			Night of the Living Hellgrammites

			Casting Past the Graveyard

			The Brotherhood of the Folded Pants

			Pleasure Boating

			Part V: BLOOD KNOTS        

			Jacked Up

			Fishing with Girls

			The Mother’s Day Trout

			Bowling for Shad

			The Gentleman Angler Quiz

			Part VI: IN FOREIGN WATERS    

			Fishing on the Job

			The Elephant in the River

			All Hail the Falklands Mullet

			Finding Oscar

			The Cuban Eight-Weight Crisis

			Forbidden Love in Guatemala

			Ten Casts in the Congo

			Part VII: LATER, GRACELESS CASTS   

			The 20/40 Club

			Respect the Hex

			John’s Haunted Crappie

			A Wild Dilemma

			The November Striper Diaries

			Notes on April Shad

			My Pet Brookies

			A December Striper Report

			Fish Off

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Fish On, Fish Off is a well-guided fishing trip. It is also a tonic and antidote. 

			I have spent decades reading and editing copy about, say, brick-heavy brook trout the color of Canadian sunsets that always slide into landing nets just as barbless flies slip from their jaws. And there have been way too many silver bonefish that streak across golden flats and are invariably brought to hand with no mention of such realities as: the strands of white slime dangling from the leader; the broken rod tip that preceded a sloppy cast; or the guide whose command of English begins and ends with “Shut up.” 

			Poetry in any kind of writing is great, provided it’s good poetry that allows the reader to occasionally come up for air. Finding that quality and balance in hook-and-bullet writing is like finding guilelessness in Congress. But you will find it here.

			Along with good poetry sparingly applied, Fish On, Fish Off provides us with something we’ve longed for even more—unvarnished truth presented with wit and humor. Sautner shows us that some of the best and funniest adventures are “misadventures.” As he accurately notes, we “relish these tales—sometimes even more than the traditional big fish story.”

			Like all good writers Sautner has a talent for beginning a piece. But he also excels at the more important and far more difficult task of ending a piece. Examples: “Maybe the Falklands mullet [not a mullet at all, but a fine and tasty gamefish] is best where it belongs—on its namesake remote outpost in the lonely South Atlantic.” And: “All I could do was look at the floating tree, its salt-bleached limbs bobbing back and forth in the boat’s wake as if waving a long, sad goodbye.”

			This angler’s angler has done it all from tigerfish in Zambia to sailfish in Guatemala to chubs feeding on bird poop under a rusty New York bridge. Because he doesn’t rank species or specialize in any, his angling opportunities are endless. As he accurately notes on these pages, “we are proud practitioners of the high art of jigging for panfish.” 

			I knew what to expect from Fish On, Fish Off because I’d read Sautner’s outdoor columns in the New York Times and because on February 17, 2002, he and his wife, Mimi, met me on a woodland pond in western Massachusetts. That expedition happened before the advent of the “Finnish auger with surgically sharpened blades” that Sautner writes about here (and that recently sliced the light switch off my office wall when it slipped to the floor). So, under croaking ravens and rain mixing with snow, we exercised our arms and hearts by chopping holes in thick ice with a spud made by my machinist friend who knows how to harden steel and weld it. What the perch lacked in quantity they more than made up for in size—plump, crimson-finned cows of twelve to fourteen inches. Steve couldn’t have been more thrilled if we’d all doubled on Atlantic salmon. 

			That’s because he understands and teaches that fishing is not a mere “sport,” like bowling, but immersion in and participation with nature. He pays attention to and appreciates what’s going on around him, a talent that elevates his prose and serves him well in his work as executive director of communications for the Wildlife Conservation Society. 

			What other outdoor writers might describe as “birdsong,” if they noticed it at all, Sautner describes as “metallic rattles of veeries and sad, fluty notes of hermit thrushes.” The sea that nearly killed him isn’t just “angry,” it is a “cold, uncaring witch” and he doesn’t just get “flattened” by one of its towering waves, he becomes “a flea . . . swatted by the hand of Poseidon himself.” The unexpected strike of a big striper in high surf in the final seconds of a fruitless night isn’t a “welcome hit,” not even a “longed-for jolt.” It is a “Gatorade bath after a come-from-behind touchdown as time expires.” 

			You don’t just read about what Sautner does; you’re on scene, doing it with him. Join him now in this fishing tour de force.

			—Ted Williams, conservation editor, Fly Rod & Reel magazine
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			Introduction: Fish On

			Ever since the first caveman carved a hook out of a bone and baited it with a hunk of mammoth meat, anglers have been bragging about some big-ass fish they’ve caught. Just look at cave drawings and petroglyphs of tuna, or salmon, or sharks. What are these but Neolithic boasts of angling glory? 

			Nowadays, hang around any tackle shop, dock, bar, or Internet forum and you’ll hear this tradition carried on (and on). Most follow this simple narrative: “There I was . . . Suddenly, there it was! Fish on! The fish of a lifetime! Somehow—and against all odds—I managed to land the monster! I’m very modest about the whole thing—by the way did I show you where it sits above my mantel? Oh and here’s the shadow box where I retired the fly. And did I mention I’ve named my daughter Four-Pound Brookie?”

			Unless you are the second coming of Zane Grey, I say enough already.

			Fortunately, there is a yin to this yang of endless angling heroics. Without it, fishing would be inherently dull and one-sided. I am referring to the great untold fish stories: angling experiences that are steeped in humiliation, or pain, or fear. Like the time when the canoe flipped as you were trying to unsnag a lure from a tree branch. Or when you went night fishing for the first time, and two raccoons decided to mate—loudly—in the woods twenty feet behind you. Or maybe you never even made a cast because the wind blew your car door shut with the keys—not to mention your tackle—locked inside. 

			Some of us relish these tales—sometimes even more than the traditional big fish story. We are the same ones who watched the opening montage of ABC’s Wide World of Sports in the 1970s just to see the “agony of defeat” scene—when the ski jumper spectacularly crashed off the slope. As soon as he was done careening through the crowd, we turned the channel.

			But anglers can be reluctant to regale their fellow anglers with stories of failure. You don’t see too many of us walk into the local tackle shop, puff out our chest, and declare: “Y’all gather ’round and I’ll tell you about the time I shattered my rod in the car door.” For that matter, where’s the cave drawing of Gak, the mighty angler, getting chased from his favorite fishing hole by a mastodon?

			Anyone who has fished long enough will have logged at least a few misadventures. The ones you are about to read are mine. They are not the types of fishing stories I wrote for the New York Times’s “Outdoors” column. There I attempted—at least after longtime editor Susan B. Adams got through with them—to show the poetry of angling. These stories show the scars.

			Coming from a non-fishing family, self-taught, and as they used to say in eighth grade “a spaz,” maybe I have more stories of angling missteps than most, but I don’t think so. Instead, I believe that my fellow anglers are holding back—perhaps the only time when fishermen show some modesty.

			For me, some fishing-trips-gone-wrong have been among my most memorable, still seared into memory banks decades after they happened. Maybe it’s the brain’s way of warning me not to do this again. This holds true whether it was a pond I pedaled my bike to in high school, or some far flung fishing ground half a world away. Yet not all of them were awful. Indeed, some of my finest angling moments rose from the ashes of what began as an otherwise horrible day.

			Charles Fox, who probably caught more big trout than anyone on the Letort Spring Run—the double-black-diamond of trout streams—once wrote: “The angler forgets most of the fish he catches, but he does not forget the streams and lakes in which they are caught.”

			Charlie is right. Recently, I found a photo of a trout I released. It was not an old picture, taken just a couple of years ago on the East Branch of the Delaware. It shows a fine brown—maybe eighteen inches long—lying on its side in shallow water next to my boot for scale. The thing is, I can’t remember a thing about it other than the river I caught it in. The trout has melded into the pot of other various nice fish caught over the years but without further incident.

			Then there’s the tiny scar above my right eyebrow. Every morning when I look in the mirror, I see it. It’s from a blackfly bite that got infected during a trip to Alaska. It started to swell on the penultimate day of fishing. By the time I flew home, it was the size of a golf ball and everyone wanted to know if I had gotten in a bar fight with an Alaskan lumberjack. 

			Today, when I look at the scar, I see a glacial-colored river where the blackfly probably hatched. I can smell air sweetened with the tang of Sitka spruce. And I see the school of silver salmon holding in the logjam. They gang-rushed the purple Egg-Sucking Leech every time I twitched it in front of their noses. Looking back, it makes the subsequent doctor’s visit and antibiotics worth it. And it definitely beats another boring story of some schmuck who loaded up on silvers in Alaska. 

			I sometimes wonder if we anglers didn’t occasionally fall in, or get chased off the stream by the bogeyman, or wind up with an ice pack on some bleeding wound, we might just as well take up golf or tennis or some other sanitized sport. Maybe it’s the adventure, and risk, or the agony of defeat that keeps us coming back for more.

			There’s an old joke about a salmon angler who dies and finds himself on the most beautiful river he has ever seen. In his hand is the finest salmon outfit ever made. Standing next to him is a ghillie who instructs him to cast into the most perfect pool imaginable. So he does and immediately hooks a forty-pound Atlantic salmon that gives him the greatest fight he has ever experienced. He lands the fish and the ghillie instructs him to cast again. He gladly does. Now he hooks a fifty-pounder that gives him an even more spectacular battle.

			When he releases the second fish, the ghillie tells him to cast yet again. The angler is starting to feel a bit fatigued but how could he resist? Now he hooks a sixty-pounder that gives him the most incredible fight yet. By the time he lands his third salmon he is content and exhausted. 

			The ghillie tells him to cast another time. The angler declines saying he’s had enough for now, that he would prefer to just rest and enjoy the moment.

			But the ghillie insists.

			Now the salmon angler becomes annoyed and says he really doesn’t want to fish anymore, and that the ghillie should leave him alone. Then he adds that since he’s in heaven, he should be able to do what he wants.

			The ghillie cracks a devilish smile and says, “Heaven!? Who said this is heaven? NOW CAST AGAIN!”

			So to my fellow anglers, I say this: Keep making those spastic casts into trees. Go ahead and hook your buddy’s armpit, or trip and snap another six-hundred-dollar fly rod. Fall in a few more times. And if you catch something along the way, that’s OK, too. Just stay clear from the hell of endless perfect days filled with boring stories and large, forgettable fish.   
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			A quick note about the illustrations: In 2012 I was given a watercolor set as a gift and began painting fish I had caught. Some were caught, photographed, released, and painted; others were caught, photographed, painted, and eaten (not necessarily in that order). In any case, I had fun with it.

		

	
		
			Part I

			EARLY, SPASTIC CASTS    
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			Lot G

			The neighborhood bait and tackle shop has largely gone the way of the village soda fountain or corner five and dime. Yet not too long ago, it seemed most towns had one good bait shop or at least a sporting goods store that also sold some hunting and fishing gear. Then came the big box chain store, giant mail-order retailers, and the Internet, and today you have as good a chance of finding the town tackle shop as you would a haberdashery.

			In the early 1980s when I was in high school, I used to frequent a local tackle store in my hometown in suburban New Jersey. It was small, but surprisingly well stocked, selling everything from dry flies to billfish lures. But it also had the feel of a locals-only tavern or a men’s club, of which I was definitely not a member. A group of regulars—all friends of the owner—always seemed to be in there leaning against this one glass counter full of expensive reels. They were in their thirties and forties and drank coffee or sometimes sipped cans of beer in paper bags. These were the “sharpies”—the so-called 10 percent of anglers who catch 90 percent of the fish. On the wall behind the cash register hung pictures of them holding fifteen-pound steelhead, fifty-pound striped bass, and five-hundred-pound giant tuna. 

			And to me, the sharpies were gods.

			I longed to be accepted into their inner circle. But whenever I walked in the store, they would stop their raucous fishing stories mid-sentence and begin mumbling in hushed tones. 

			The owner—also a sharpie—sometimes took pity on me and would occasionally give me the briefest of fishing tips. These would come in the form of a knowing nod when I bought a certain lure, as if I was getting closer to finding some treasure that he and his fellow sharpies had hidden from me.

			One day I walked in the store to buy still more tackle—maybe a few more Mister Twister jigs—you can never have too many. Or that new Jitterbug painted like a red-winged blackbird, the one that the “biggest kind of bass can’t resist,” according to an article I just read. I sheepishly slunk past the regulars who were silent as usual and began poring over this incredibly important next purchase.

			Then the owner said: “They’re catching weakfish at Lot G.”

			I turned around and noticed he was talking to me.

			“What?” I asked.

			“They’re catching weakfish at Lot G on Sandy Hook. Nice ones,” he said again. 

			The regulars stood behind him in silence watching me.

			My mind raced with excitement. I knew where Sandy Hook was—it was a legendary haunt among surf fishermen, an oceanfront peninsula about an hour away known to produce giant fish. I had fished there before and caught a small few bluefish and fluke, but never anything as exotic as a weakfish, another glamour species targeted by the sharpies. Pictures of them holding sleek ten-pounders hung next to the tuna and steelhead. They called them “tiderunners”; they were beautiful and trout-like with purple spots and broad tails. 

			Trying to sound casual, I asked: “What are they catching them on?” as if I already knew the answer but just wanted to double check. 

			“Usual stuff. Bucktails. Swimmers,” the owner said. 

			I bought handfuls of each.

			“Let me know how you do,” was the last thing he said.

			Later that day I headed for Sandy Hook loaded for bear with every piece of surf gear I could fit in my car. I didn’t know where Lot G was, but by God, I was about to find it.

			Not only was I excited about the prospect of catching a weakfish, more importantly, I may have just been let into the sharpies’ inner circle. Pretty soon they would be asking me to go giant tuna fishing. It must have been the red-winged blackbird Jitterbug that did it.

			When I got to Sandy Hook, I stopped at a ranger station and got directions for Lot G—which turned out to be a beachfront parking area halfway up the peninsula.

			I found the lot; dozens of cars were already parked there. Yet the vehicles weren’t the usual assortment of beat-up pickups and four-wheel drives most of the regular surf fishermen drove. Instead they looked like typical cars you might see on a summer day at the beach. But this was October. And although it was a beautiful Indian summer afternoon, it seemed too late in the year for sunbathers. Something began to feel odd.

			The weakfish beckoned; time to rig up. I came prepared for a long day—and possible night— of fishing the high surf. I put on a pair of heavy chest waders and foul-weather top. I cinched it tight with a thick canvas wading belt in case a big wave tried to knock me over while fighting a tiderunner weakfish. A sheathed fillet knife hung from the belt to clean my catch. I loaded my surf bag with the new bucktails and swimmers I had just bought, then slung it over my shoulder. I wore a baseball cap and polarized sunglasses with a miner’s lamp hung around my neck for later.

			Then I grabbed my ten-foot surf rod and headed down a dune trail leading to the ocean. Once again I was surprised—this time by the number of people walking along the trail to and from the beach. People carried beach chairs and wore flip-flops like it was the Fourth of July. Many of them smiled as I walked past. This was getting weirder.

			The trail ended at a wide beach. Most of the beachgoers headed to the right, and indeed there were well over one hundred people maybe two hundred yards away in beach chairs and walking along the sand. I barely glanced at them and headed in the other direction to a point where a wooden bulkhead jutted into the ocean. A gentle surf rolled over it and washed into a deep hole. Though I knew nothing about how to catch a weakfish, this seemed like as good a spot as any to try my luck.

			I waded into the waves and chose one of the new bucktails. I clipped it to my shock leader and began casting and retrieving it through the deep hole.

			But something still didn’t feel right. It wasn’t the fishing; it was the beachgoers. There was something strange about them. I made another cast then turned while I reeled and watched them one more time. Then I saw something that made me squint like I was seeing a mirage. No, it couldn’t be. I shook my head and squinted some more.

			Yes, it was. They were all nude.  

			I was casting for tiderunner weakfish in the middle of a nude beach. I had once heard that Sandy Hook had one, but dismissed it as urban legend. It was not. Nude people lay on towels. Nude people sat on beach chairs. Nude people frolicked in the surf. There was a nude volleyball game going on. But this was not some fantasy nude scene of giggling co-eds conjured up by a hormone-induced eighteen-year-old kid. This was nudity of the masses with every shape, size, and body type on full display. Most of them looked like the kind of people you would see standing on line at the supermarket or the post office—except of course, these people were naked.

			And as I gawked at the spectacle unveiling in front of me, some of them began to approach to watch me fish.

			I turned back quickly and made another cast, trying to act casual, as if I fish next to naked people all the time. But I found it extremely difficult to concentrate, plus I suddenly felt overdressed by at least four layers beginning with my underwear. After just a few more casts, I reeled up my line, and without ever turning away from the unpeopled ocean, managed to sidestep past the naked beachgoers and back to my car. 

			Needless to say I didn’t catch a weakfish.

			As I headed home, I contemplated what had just happened. I wasn’t sure whether I was the victim of a practical joke, or had the owner given me a genuine tip but left out some essential fact such as the weakfish were only hitting after midnight? All I knew for sure was that the next time I visited the tackle shop I would be asked for a fishing report.

			I waited as long as I could bear it, but a week later I found myself back in the store buying more lures. This time it was a smallmouth jig so deadly it was banned in six states. I was more awkward than usual, hoping the owner had forgotten about the tip he gave me. He rang me up and handed me my change. Then, as I turned to leave, he said, “Hey, how was the fishing down there?” The regulars stood in their usual spot sipping coffee and watching me.

			I turned back, gave them all a knowing nod, and walked out.
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			The Great Lost Fish

			Why, oh why, do we pine over lost fish? Why do fish that we only get a mere glimpse of—a coppery flash under a boat, a heavy swirl in a river—remain seared in our memories often far longer than something we actually catch?

			The first fish I ever hooked, I lost. It all began when my older brother and some of his friends returned from a duck pond up the street with a small fish swimming round and round in a bucket. 

			“These are really hard to catch,” he said with a fourth grader’s earnestness. “They’re called sunnies.”

			He was right, especially since he had caught it on a huge bluefish hook rigged to a heavy boat rod he had found in my parents’ garage. I still don’t understand the physics of how that poor sunfish managed to wrap its pea-sized mouth around the bait and get hooked.

			All I knew is that now I wanted to catch one—badly. So I convinced my mother to take us to the local sporting goods store the next day to get some real tackle. This wound up consisting of a spool of fishing line, a few plastic bobbers, and a dozen hooks. The hooks came in a package with a guy in a red and black checked shirt holding a stringer of trout. How could we miss?

			Later that day, I walked to the pond armed with a new, homemade fishing rod: a broomstick with a few yards of line tied to the end. For bait, I had a slice of Wonder Bread wrapped in tin foil jammed into my pocket.

			I picked my way around the shoreline periodically lowering the bobber with a tiny ball of bread threaded on the hook. Nothing happened. Eventually I came to a spot next to some lily pads that looked particularly fishy. I lowered the rig and remained still. After a few seconds, the bobber stood on end like an explanation point then plunged under the surface. I lifted, and a five-inch fish just like my big brother caught came shimmering out of the water.

			But I didn’t know what else to do except stand there with my catch still dangling over the pond. So I jumped up and down yelling to the world: “I caught a sunny! I caught a sunny.” Plop. I lost a sunny. That was 1972.

			Since then, I’ve lost hundreds of fish—maybe thousands. Some were just inches out of my grasp like that whipped twenty-inch wild brown hooked on a small New York stream. I was about to grab the leader when it turned its head, spat out the fly, and swam away. With others I never even had a chance—the twenty-pound striper that blasted a popper off the tip of a jetty on a borrowed spinning rod better suited for largemouth bass. I stood barefoot in shorts and a T-shirt and watched helplessly as the bass powered into the rocks and broke off.

			Others weren’t even my own fish. My brother once hooked a large summer flounder off a pier at the Jersey Shore. When he tried to haul it onto the dock, the line snapped. I watched— horrified—as the flounder sank slowly into the depths. I can still see it fading away like a dream. I was twelve.

			Some lost fish made me throw my rod like an angry golfer missing a game-winning putt. With others I just shook my head in a strange combination of disgust and wonder.

			Out of all of these, here are the ones that stung the most.

			The Bass

			At fifteen years old, I was a walking Field & Stream article gushing to anyone who would listen about “gin clear water” and schools of fish “stacked like cordwood.” 

			All I wanted to do was catch a so-called “trophy gamefish”—one that leapt and tail-walked. I imagined how I would bring it to a tackle shop to weigh and get a Polaroid taken that would get tacked to the “bragging board.” But for all my bluster, my largest catch to that point was a ten-inch yellow perch.

			My non-fishing parents, not sure what to do, drove me to a reservoir one spring morning. They sat in the car and read the Sunday paper while I walked the shoreline casting my favorite plugs, spoons, and spinners. After an hour, I had caught nothing.

			Then I decided to try a new lure a
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